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God Bl ess Them

"Nobody in Congress or the federal governnent
or the public has put forward a case for a U S
manned Mars M ssion," Press said in an inter-
view. "And if the Soviets decide to spend $70
billion to land nen on Mars in five years, we
say: God bl ess them™

—+os Angeles TinmesYreprinted in the M nne-
apolis Star. Thursday, Cctober 12, 1978
—froman interview with Frank Press, sci-
ence adviser to U S. President Janmes Car-
ter and chairman of the presidential review
conmmi ttee whose four-nonth study forned

the basis for Carter's policy statenment on
the space effort.)

There was no nmail at the Main M nneapolis Post
Ofice for Merlin Swenson. Al nmpbst no one got
any mail at General Delivery on Mndays now. But
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peopl e went there, anyway, although lately the air
condi tioni ng was al ways of f.

Merlin left the post office and wal ked slowy the
twenty-seven bl ocks to the slave market. It was a

10
CGCordon R Dickson

bl ue-bright July norning, already turning hot, and

he coul d feel the heat of the sidewal k through the
thin soles of his shoes. At Twelfth Avenue and Third
Street, he stepped on sonething hard and stopped in

a panic to check the sole of the right shoe. But what-
ever it was, he discovered, standing on one foot, had
not gone through—al t hough the sole was now |i ke

soft cardboard and gave at a touch.

He started wal ki ng again. The shoes woul d be too
expensive for himto replace, these days, and there
was no hope of getting any worthwhil e work w thout
them Wen the soles finally wore through there woul d
be several things he could do to patch them tenpo-
rarily, but it would be the beginning of the end. And
it was inevitable that they would wear through. Any
day now.

In the narrow waiting roomof the slave narket,

the hard, upright chairs along the walls were al
filled. The air conditioning, roaring fromthe ventil a-
tor grills, barely renoved the stink of unwashed bod-
ies. Merlin, hinself, was clean this norning. It had
cost him but this was a special day.

"You planning to work dressed |ike that?" asked
the hiring clerk behind the desk. H's narrow, white
face, under an upright shock of brown hair, was
pi nched by an expressi on of habitual annoyance.

"I amif you can get nme sonething clean for half a

day," Merlin said. In the mrror tile behind the clerk's
desk he saw his own face, square, |arge-boned, trained
now to show no expression at all. "I've got an engi-
neering job interview this afternoon.”

"Ch?" said the clerk, staring at his conputer screen

He punched the keys of the terminal. "All right. You're
on the half-day list. | can tell you right now there's
not nuch chance."

"l coul d nanage another ten percent,” Merlin said.
The clerk's shrug told the true story. It was too
GOD BLESS THEM 11

much to expect a clean job somewhere for just half a
day. Still, the chance coul d' not be passed up. Money
was everyt hi ng.

Merlin waited for a chair; then, sitting, he tried to
rest with his eyes open. You could | ose your connec-
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tion with a place like this if they caught you drop-
pi ng of f+that explained the hard chairs and the icy
air conditioning. Everybody wanted a safe place to

sl eep. But this was the best of the slave narkets.
They were honest and nmade a specialty of hiring

peopl e who had degrees. The Qualified Laborer is a
Consci entious Laborer was their slogan. Merlin drifted
into a mndless period hearing nothing until the man
next to himbegan reading al oud froma norning
newspaper .

" "Al'l hope of possible U N assistance for the U'S
econony seened dooned today in light of coment

by the Soviet Representative, Anatoly Pirapich, that
this country had historically refused to fund its space
program adequately and that aid nowto U S. orbita
industries, in particular, would be an open invitation
to impoverished nations to-rely on other countries

for large investnent capital.

" '"Pirapich read aloud in session a 1978 quote from
the Los Angeles Tines, reprinted in the Mnneapolis
Star on Cctober twelfth of that year

"The Wil e House statenent says America' s cCivi

space policy centers on these tenets: that activities wll
refl ect a bal anced strategy of application, science and
technol ogy developnent ... it is neither feasible nor
necessary at this time to conmit the U S. to a high-
chal | enge space engineering initiative conparable to

Apollo ...m'"

The man stopped readi ng, folded his paper and
turned to Merlin.

"Can you inmagine that?" he said. "Just fifteen years
ago, a Wiite House statenent says that. Wat were
they using for brains?"

12
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"What good does it do to keep re-reading that sort
of thing?" Merlin said dully. "It doesn't change
anyt hing. "

"But how coul d anyone be so blind?"

It was a trite question. Merlin felt no urge to an-
swer, but he was not surprised to hear it asked.

Al t hough probably his own age, the other man had

the ki nd of appearance that made hi m seem barely

out of adol escence. Curly black hair, slight body,
pal e face—an innocent in a time when innocents got
eaten for breakfast. Merlin had never seen him before.

"Does it matter now?" Merlin finally said

"There'd still be a chance for this country if
The ot her broke off. "Ch, nmy name's Sam Church
My degree's in electronics. How about you?"
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"Fl ow nechani cs, gravityless."

"Gravityl ess? You nust really have thought you'd

make it with an off-world job. But don't you know

you shoul dn't wear good clothes for this kind of place?
No telling what kind of work they' Il offer you."

The assunption of experience by soneone obvi -

ously new here irritated Merlin enough to rouse him
fromthe chronic fatigue he shared with nost adults
nowadays.

"I"'mdressed like this because |'ve got a job inter-
view this afternoon," he said. "In ny own field."

He was sorry he had nmentioned it, the noment the
words were out of his mouth. Sam Church's pal e face
was suddenly wi ped naked of pretension; it was now
desperate with | onging.

"Ch, God!" Church breathed. "You really have an
i nterview?"

"I've been waiting nine nonths," Merlin said gruffly.
He was sorry now he had talked to this nan at all
Luckily, Church seened to be the only one who had
heard his nmention of a professional job interview

They were all in the same straits. Church |owered his
Voi ce.
GOD BLESS THEM 13

"Where? Who wit h?"
"International Positions," Merlin said. "One o'cl ock."

"God!" said Church again. He sniffed the air. "You
took a shower, too."

Merlin's small, bitter laugh caught in his throat.

"Not damm likely!" he said. "I used the washbasin
on ny crash floor, and it cost me three hundred for
five mnutes. My own soap and towel, and a hundred
to hire sonebody to stand guard."

Church's attitude had changed. He was now ut -
terly the awestruck neophyte | ooking at an ol d hand.

"You're office-crashing?" he said. "How dangerous
isit?"

"If you know what you're doing, it's workable,"
Merlin said.

"You carry a knife?"

"COF course."” Merlin felt trapped by the conversa-
tion but unable to think of a way to change the
subj ect. "That doesn't nean much. There's al ways
soneone around who's better with a knife. The rea
trick is knowing who's sharing the office with you,
and all of you take turns on watch. You've got to
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know how to wheel and deal'with the hall-patro
guards, too."

Church breathed out softly. He | ooked enviously at
Merlin's large frane.

"l couldn't do it," he said.

Merlin | ooked at him He was quite ready to be-

lieve that the other could not do it, would not be able
to survive in one of the enpty office buildings that
had been converted to dormitories. Only the fittest
survived very | ong.

"VWhere do you live?" he asked, to change the
subj ect .

"I'"ve only been married five nonths. My wife and
I, we've got aroomwith ny in-laws."

"Wfe . . ." Merlin caught hinself just in tine. He
14
Gordon R Dickson

had had a sudden, unbearably poignant, vision of
sonmeone to go horme to, only one other person and a
room where you could be alone, just the two of you

"You're married too?" Church asked.
"Yes. She's on the west coast."
n G.] n

Church did not nake the mi stake of asking nore

than that—there were linmits even to his innocence,
apparently. Many fam lies had been split by the gal -
loping inflation and the | ack of jobs.

"Do you hear from her nuch?" Church asked.
"No. "

The nonosyllable finally stopped Church's ques-
tioning. They sat a while longer in silence; then,
glancing at the clock. Merlin saw that it was al nost
noon. Hi s mindless period had |asted | onger than it
seenmed. He stood up, went over to the desk and told
the clerk he was checki ng out.

"Right." The clerk punched keys on his conputer
termnal, not |ooking up. As he turned away fromthe
desk, Merlin bunped into Church, also on his feet.

"I haven't gotten anything all morning here, ei-
ther," said Church. "Do you mind if | walk al ong
with you?"

"Yes," said Merlin-
Church blinked. "Yes? You do m nd?"
"That's right. No conpany."
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"Ch." Church fell back. Merlin turned and went
past himand out the door into mdday heat that was
now | i ke radiation fromthe hearth of a blast furnace.

He wal ked back the way he had come, downtown

toward the International Trade Center. On the way

he stopped at a di scount market and bought a quarter-
liter foil package of uncooked Quaker Cats for eigh-
teen dollars. A smal! detour took himto A msbury
Par k, where he ripped open the package and ate the
dry oats by the handful, washing them down wth

GOD BLESS THEM 15

water froma public fountain. The oat fl akes, under
their dustiness, had an ainbst nutty taste. They were
the nost food available for the noney, and he felt
better with something in his stomach. "Courage is
food; food is courage." Soneone had told himthat
when he was young.

It was nearly one o' clock. He went on to the Inter-
national Trade Center, to the office of Internationa
Posi tions, and gave his nane to the receptionist-

"Ch, yes." She checked her conputer screen. "M.
Ghosh will see you. Just a fewmnutes ... if you'l
sit down."

It was, of course, nore than just a few m nutes
H s nouth began to feel dry fromthe oat flakes, and
he got to his feet.

"Wuld | have time to find a drinking fountain?"
he asked.

"I"'msure you will." She smled at him She was

thin, in her forties, and in spite of having a steady
job, she seened prey to inner anxiety. "There's one
just outside, to your left."

He went out through the "glass door and found the
fountain. After drinking, as he straightened up, he
heard a throat cleared behind him He turned to see
Church standing there.

"l hope you don't mind," Church said. "I just wanted
to see how you'd cone out "

Under his imrediate irritation, sonething he

t hought he had | ong since repressed, sonething

danger ous—synpat hy for another human bei ng—

stirred in Merlin. Church was so hel pl ess, so inoffen-
sive, it was inpossible not to feel sorry for him

"A'l right," said Merlin. "But don't hang around
here. Wait for ne outside and |I'Il tell you about it
when | |eave."

"Thanks." said Church, |ooking up at him "Really.
| mean thanks!"

16
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"I'"'m not doing anything special for you," said Mer-
lin. He went back into the office.

"Ch, good. There you are," said the receptionist as
he stepped through the door. "Hurry! M. Ghosh is
waiting for you. Straight ahead and to your right!"

Merlin hurried into the corridor beyond her desk

and found his way to the open doorway of a wi de

room brightly Iit by a wall-w de wi ndow. The room
was pleasant with air conditioning and the green of
potted plants. Behind a wood-and-chronme desk sat a
dark-skinned man in his forties, wearing a chal k-
striped blue suit—the val ue of which would have
given Meriin financial security for a year. Ram Ghosh,
said the naneplate on his desk. But his eyes were not
unki nd, and he did not exhibit the condescension,

the air of veiled exasperation and inpatience with
Anmeri cans, that so many foreigners showed these

days.

"M . Swenson? Sit down, please."” Ram CGhosh's

English was al nbst accentiess, with only a slight

prol ongation of the vowels. Merlin took a chair. Ghosh
tapped the papers on his desk with the nail of an

i ndex finger.

"Six months," he said. "You' ve waited a long time
for a job offer fromus."

"Lots of people wait longer,"” Merlin said. Ghosh
smled at him alittle sadly.

"Yes . he said. He becane nore brisk. "Wll
the matter at hand is that you now have an offer
Your education was in null-gravity fl ow nechani cs,
see. But no experience?"

"They aren't hiring many U. S. citizens to work

out side the atnosphere these days." Merlin knew his
bitterness was showing. He felt a twi nge of fear at
the thought that he might already have prejudiced
the interview, but the words had conme by thensel ves
before he could stop them GChosh. however, did not
seem of f ended.

GOD BLESS THEM 17

"Very true," he said, nodding. "But you can't blane
off-Earth installations and factories for giving first
chance to their own nationals. Many people, you

know, want to work in space these days."

As many, thought Merlin, as want to enter heaven

"No experience," Ghosh went on. "Well, we could
wi sh you had. But, in this case, the fact you don't
isn't a conplete barrier. | can offer you a job in your

specialty. But | warn you to treat this offer, and al
i nformati on concerned with it, as a matter of se-
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crecy, whether you accept the job or not."

Merlin felt an icy shock that gave way to a gl ow of
hope so powerful that he feared it showed on his
face.

"OfF course," he said, slowy and clunsiiy. "Profes-
sional confidentiality ... | understand."”

"CGood," said Chosh, smiling again. "Al right. The

job will be in the netal s-form ng group of an el ec-
tronics research unit to be placed in high orbit in the
next two years. Your work would be classified and

woul d have to be explained to you later if you accept
the job. But it's within your-ability and educati on,
and you' d be paid at going rates for a space-qualified
engi neer of your specialty and experience . "

Merlin's mind reeled. The pay rate Ghosh was tal k-

i ng about woul d make himconfortably welt off in
any other society in the world. Here in the US., it
woul d make hi m weal t hy, by conparison with those

at the incone | evel at which he had been living for
the last five years.

"l should say, that's what your pay rate would be
once you were in orbit and on the job," Ghosh con-
tinued. "During your training period, here on the
surface, you' d be paid at a standby rate of half your
space- borne pay. Should you accept "

In a euphoric daze, Merlin found hinmself signing
papers, shaking Ghosh's hand and receiving congrat -

18 Gordon R Dickson

illations as a new enpl oyee of sonething called Trans-
Space El ectronics.

"You'll report to the training center in Huntsville,
Utah," Chosh said. "The receptionist outside has al
the necessary information, transportation vouchers
and the rest " He coughed. "If you could use an
advance on your first nonth's wages . "

"I ... ves,"” Merlin said. He had been so over-

whel med by good fortune that he had completely
forgotten he woul d need decent clothes, |uggage, a
dozen ot her things he had once taken for granted but
no | onger owned.

"My secretary can give you a check for up to a
third of your first pay period s wages."

"Thank you," said Merlin. "I don't know how to

t hank you."

"Not at all." Ghosh smiled. "I nust admit | |ike
this job. I've had | ess happy ones. |If you know of

anyone el se whom you think m ght work out for us ..

"I"'mafraid not," Merlin said quickly. The hard
years had taught himnot to reconmend anyone.

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (9 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:05 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt

There was too nmuch risk; the other person's actions
m ght recoil against one's own record. Life had be-
come too brutal for casual favors

They shook hands and Merlin went out. Wth the
advance check and other materials in hand, he stepped
back out into the | obby of the Trade Building. For a
monent he hesitated, his mnd whirling, unable to
think of what to do first.

He turned toward the drinking fountain. The cold
water tasted |ike expensive wine. Then he saw Church

"I got the job," said Merlin.
"God!" said Church.

"Engi neering, in ny specialty," said Merlin- "Half-
pay at the trainee level until | go into space, then ful
pay. "

Church said nothing, but there was a | ook on his
GOD BLESS THEM 19

face—ene of incredulity and envy and disbelief, al
m xed.

And it was a look that touched Merlin's inner core.
In this noment of incredible happiness, he saw him
sel f standing where Church was, hearing of soneone
el se's good fortune. He knew too well what the other
nmust be feeling. |mpulsively, he spoke.

"You've got an el ectronics degree, you said?"
Church nodded, his face suddenly wary.

"CGo in there right now, " said Merlin. "You may be
able to get hired yourself. Tell the secretary you
heard about it at the post office—anything. Just don't
tell them!| sent you. The nanme of the outfit is Trans-
Space El ectronics. Renmenber, you didn't hear about

it fromme."

Church stared as if he had just heard sonme un-

known | anguage. Then his eyes opened w de. He spun

on his heel, ran to the entrance of the offices and |et
hi nsel f in.

Merlin departed, clutching his check and the other
papers.

H s transportati on vouchers got himon the eve-

ning flight to Salt Lake City. He boarded carrying a
new suitcase with nothing but his old clothes and
shoes in it. After being so poor for so |ong, he found
he could not bring hinmself to throw things away.

It was only the first of his conflicts with the uncon-
sci ous habits of near-starvation. Wen he got to the
training canp at Huntsville, he found the Reception
Center closed for the day and only the thought of the
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consequences to his enpl oynent record, if he should

be picked up for vagrancy, drove himto a hotel

There, in the palatial privacy of his snmgle room in

the luxury of his mattressed bed, he finally fell asleep

In the nmorning he reported to the Reception Cen-
ter. He was put through processing, presented with a
schedul e of refresher and training classes and as-

20 Gordon R Dickson

signed to a barracks with other new enpl oyees. The
barracks were two-story wood frame buildings, with
a large dormtory roomupstairs and a day room and
a latrine downstairs. Wiite partitions surrounded
the individual beds in the dormitories, giving each
enpl oyee the privacy of a tiny cubicle.

There were no wonen in the barracks. He was told
that new enpl oyees were segregated by sex, even

t hose husband-and-wife pairs who had signed their
five-year enploynent contracts together.

In the latrine he found showers in which hot water
was avail abl e day and night. Soap and towels were
provi ded. Al though he understood that this nust be
characteristic of newconers |ike hinself, he was un-
able to resist the luxury of inmmediately soaking him
self in the shower.

He was stepping out of the shower when he saw a

fam liar-1ooking man standi ng at one of the washba-
sins. He circled to get a glinpse of the other's face,
reflected in the long mrror above the washstands. It
was Church.

"You made it!" he said.
Church turned around.

"Yes, | made it!" he said. They shook hands
sol emml y.

"l didn't see you at any of the processing sessions,"
Merlin said, wapping a towel around his waist.

"l had sone special interviews," said Church. "I'm
to be considered for cadre. It could nean a nove to
better quarters."”

"Cadre?" Merlin stared at him "1 thought all cadre
woul d be previous enpl oyees."

"I think they'd rather have it that way. But this
proj ect's expandi ng so fast "

"But how did you get picked for that?"

"Well . . ." Church | ooked at the open door to the
latrine. He stepped over so he could see through it,

GOD BLESS THEM 21
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then stepped back again. "I think they picked ne
because | told them|'d had experience. Didn't you?"

"How could I? | haven't ever been in space."

"Well, neither have |, of course. But it doesn't hurt
tofibalittle. By the tine they check, they'll have
already tried you out in a position. If they |ike what
you' ve done, then it doesn't nmatter, and if they're

di spl eased, then you just tell themyou didn't under-
stand the original question or blame it on conputer
error. They're not going to go to the trouble of check-
ing personally with whoever it was that hired you."

"I't could still catch up with you," Merlin said.
"Ch, | don't think so." Church's manner was al -
most airy. "Well, |1've got to run. One of the advan-

tages of being considered like this is that | can phone
fromthe offices, instead of standing in line like the
rest of you. | told ny wife I'd call."

"Yes, see you later," said Merlin.

He wat ched the other nan go. Later, dressed and
standing in line himself at the phone booths in the
communi cations building, he felt his first touch of
envy. Even if Church's lie caught up with him it was
al nost worth it not to have to'wait here like this.
The canp had a direct satellite hookup. Long-distance
phone charges coul d be put against your first six-
mont hs' sal ary. Everyone just hired was desperate to
talk with sonmeone, with the nail as unreliable as it
was and the cost of ordinary phoning astrononically
out of reach.

He got to a phone at last and call ed everyone he
could think of on the west coast who m ght know
where his wife could be reached. But, as he had

hal f - expected, he | earned nothing. Wth his |ast cal
he hired a detective agency in San Franci sco—anot her
i ndul gence that woul d have been inpossible two days
before, but his only real chance of finding her. Ona
had no engi neeri ng degree, but there might be other
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wor k openings on this space factory. Even if that did
not pan out, his own salary would be enough to

make |ife secure for her, and once a year he would be
getting furloughs to come back and see her

He returned to the barracks, | ooked for Church's
cubicle and found himsitting on his bed, talking
with two of the other trainees.

"Ch, hello. Merlin," Church said, |ooking up. "Cone
in and shut the door. W're just conparing notes on
the situation here."

He introduced Merlin to the other two: a middle-
aged, slightly overweight nman nanmed Sloller Fread,
with the patient face of a basset hound, and a bl ond
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young nman naned Bill Sumash, who | ooked as if he

was just out of school. The conparing of notes Church
referred to was clearly a gossip and runor session
Merlin sat on a corner of Church's bed and |i stened.

"Ch, it's a scam" Church was saying. "The idea's

not so nmuch to set up a factory station in orbit as to
get their share of U N devel opnent funds for nations
with low GNP |ike ours."

"But," said Stoller, "the U N doesn't fund private
corporations."”

"This isn't a private corporation,” said Church

"It's a consortiumof corporations with federal back-
ing- As that, of course, it still can't get U N funds
directly, but the federal governnent can, and then
make funds of its own available to the consortium?"

"But that's a great thing, isn't it?" said Sunash
"I't could be the begi nning of a national space-based
i ndustry, after all."

"Don't be a dupe," Church said. "This country's
too i nmpoverished to maintain a space-based indus-
try. If we'd already had one—f the governnent had
pushed one when they shoul d' ve, twenty years ago—
we could be in a position to conpete nowadays. But
we're not."
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"W dropped out," said Sunash. "Now we don't
have the chips to get back into the gane."

"The point is that the U S/ lost the original virtues

that nmade it what it was,"” Church said. "And |ike an

old, fat-bellied ex-athlete, it wouldn't exert itself while
a bad situation ran downhill and got to be a situa-

tion nobody could get out of. You're right, you know,

we don't have the chips to get back into the space

game—and we never will. Qur golden age is gone."

Merlin got up. He had heard all this too often. It

was all true, but life had no roomfor such |arge
concerns now. Life was lying in the blessed privacy

of his cubicle and a dream about Ona bei ng found by

the detective agency, and of their being together again.

"Sorry," he said to Church, "I can't keep ny eyes
open. Next time . . ."

He nodded to the other two as he stepped to the
door of Church's cubicle.

"dad to have net you," he said, and a nonent
| ater he was out on the barracks fl oor, headed for his
own cubi cl e and peace.

The next few weeks were-filled with classes and
training. He found hinself going to bed exhausted
every night. He did not nmiss Church, so it was sone-
thing of a shock, when he was next in the central
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adm nistration building, to see himthere, dressed in
a regular civilian office suit. Merlin had cone in to
get approval for a draw against his wages to pay the
det ecti ve agency.

"Church!" he said, as the other wal ked hastily by
himin the corridor. "Sam Church!"

Church | ooked around and saw him He came over
t o shake hands.

"Merlin!" he said. "How re you doing? | neant to
get down to the barracks and took you up, but they've
got us all so busy here on planning . "

"You did nmake cadre, then!" said Merlin. "Good
for you!"
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"Thanks," said Church. He |owered his voice and

| ooked around, but the corridor was nonentarily
deserted. "I really was going to get in touch with
you, in fact. Working in this place, | hear about
things ahead of tine. They've got wi nd of sone agi-
tators in the trainee corps. They're going to begin
making inquiries tomorrow. | wanted to warn you."

"Me?" Merlin laughed. "I don't know any agitators."

"Of course not. | don't think there actually are any.
That's why | was going to warn you. |nvestigations
like this are under pressure. They've got to produce
results to justify whoever authorized them That neans
they're going to be picking up on anything at all that
can be made to seem socially destructive. You re-
menber how you sat in on some of those sessions in

my cubicle . "

"Once," said Merlin.

"Only once? Well," said Church, "at any rate, you
know how harm ess they were. |'ve already told the
i nvestigation teamall about them and no one's wor'
ried. But just the same, you might want to say you
didn't know anything about them. "

Merlin stared at Church. He had not thought of the
other man in the role of protector, and he felt enbar-
rassed at not giving Church nore credit. In a way
this warning repaid the favor Merlin had done him

by putting himon the track toward getting his job. It
testified to an awareness of obligation in Church that
Merlin had not expected.

He got the contingency paynent approved and stood
in tine at the phones to tell the detective agency.

"Fine, fine!" the voice of the woman at the agency
crackled in his ear. "I think we've just about |ocated
your wife, M. Swenson. Wth this paynent agai nst
expenses we should find her this week."
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"Splendid," said Merlin. "You'll call ne?"
"As soon as we've got sonething to report. Now,
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M. Swenson, it was explained to you that your pay-
ment in full would have to be in our hands before we
rel eased any hard i nfornmation?"

"Of course,"” said Merlin. "I've already talked to
my enpl oyers here, and there'll be no probl em get-
ting an advance for the rest. They just want to be
sure |'ve really found her, and they won't have to
turn around and gi ve ne anot her advance next week."

"Good. We'll be calling you this week, M. Swenson."

He went back to the barracks, his nmind full of Ona
and her happi ness when she would | earn what had
happened to him

He had conpletely forgotten about Church's warn-

ing, when, two days later, he was called out of class
with orders to report to Conference Suite 460 in the
Headquarters Building. Suite 460 turned out to be a
spacious roomwi th a long table capable of seating

per haps si xteen people. But when Merlin stepped in,
the only ones there were a fiftyish, tired-Iooking man
and a worman of about the sane age, raw boned and

with graying red hair. They were seated side by side
at the far end of the table. ,

"Come sit here, M. Swenson," said the wonan.
She pointed to the first chair on the |ong side of the
table, at her right. He obeyed-

"Now, " said the woman, gl ancing at a printout

sheet before her. "OF those trainees presently in your
barracks, M. Swenson, were there any you knew

bef ore you canme here?"

"No," said Merlin. He did not have to stop and
think in order to answer. "No" canme automatically
to everyone's lips these days. It was a "yes" answer
that called for thought and hesitation.

The woman | ooked again at her printout. So far

the man had said nothing. It occurred to Merlin that

the psychol ogical profile they had worked up on him

m ght have indicated that he was nore likely to trust
a woman.
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"Do you know a StoUer Fread or a Bill Sunash,
M. Swenson?"

"I think they're in the barracks."

"This Fread and Sumash," the woman said, "have
you ever noticed themtal king together, or attenpt-
ing to gather others in the barracks to tal k?"
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"No," said Merlin.

"Have either of themever tried to talk to you
privately, M. Swenson?"

"No," said Merlin. "Not that | can renenber,
anyway. "

"Do you know anyone here whom you m ght have
cause to suspect as an activist or subversive?"

"I"'mafraid," said Merlin, "I've been so busy with
the training courses, | haven't really had a chance to
talk with the others nuch."

"Yes or no to the question | asked, M. Swenson?"

"Definitely no," said Merlin. "I haven't met any-
one like that."

"But you'd tell us if you did, wouldn't you, M.
Swenson?"

I'"d tell you anything | needed to, true or false, thought
Merlin grimy. I'd cry, dance, or crawl on the floor to
keep this job, now that Ona's al nost found.

"I surely would," he said al oud.

"Thank you," she said. The nman continued to sit.
Wth eyes pouched in finely winkled flesh, he si-
lently studied Merlin.

Merlin was released, finally, and the next few days
went by swiftly. He struggled with his training courses
and inpatiently wondered when the detective agency

woul d phone with word of Ona's whereabouts.

But no call came. On the Thursday after his secu-
rity interview, he discovered a memo in his nessage
box that asked himto report to the Payroll Center at
ni ne o' cl ock the next norning.

He assuned it nust have sonething to do with the
GOD BLESS THEM 27

| ast advance agai nst his wages. Annoyed that he would
be late for his second class of the norning, he hur-
ried to the Center, hoping that whatever it was would
not take too | ong.

At the Center he was directed to the Pay-CQuts Cash-
ier. Only one wi ndow was open, with two security
guards standing nearby. Merlin stood in |ine behind
three men, two of whom were cadre. Fromtheir
conversation, he assumed they were here to get an
advance on wages. The third man nerely signed a
formand left. Now Merlin was facing the cierk be-
hi nd the w ndow.

"Merlin Swenson™" asked the clerk. He searched
bel ow the counter |evel on his side and cane up with
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two pi eces of paper.

"Sign this," he said, pushing one ahead of the
other at Merlin. "The second one you keep."

Wth his pen poised in his hand, Merlin read the
first paper.

1, Merlin Janmes Swenson, acknow edge the
foll owi ng i ndebt edness to Trans- Space El ec-
troni cs Corporation, Limted:

Advances
Per diem

Equi pnent i ssued:
M scel | aneous:
Subt ot al :

Less trai nee wages
to date:

Tot al :
Signed - -

$43, 432.54
22, 806. 00
28,099. 10
9,847.78
$104, 185. 42

60, 765. 70
$43, 419. 72

"What's this?" Merlin asked.

"Just your account to date. We need a signature.”
"Al right," said Merlin-
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He signed. The clerk took back the form and sepa-
rated a top copy froma bottomone. He pushed the
bottom copy to Merlin, along with the other paper.

He took both sheets and started to turn away,
gl ancing at the second paper. Suddenly, he stopped
and turned back.

"What's this?"

"I just hand it to you, that's all," said the clerk. He
turned and wal ked out of sight inside the cage.

Merlin stared at the second paper.
Term nation Notice

As of the present date . . . the lines biurred
in Merlin's vision, then cane back into focus,
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services no longer required. After advances
and expenses of the Corporation, it has been
determi ned that the bal ance of your enployee
account with Trans-Space El ectronics shows
an i ndebt edness of S43. 419. 72. Paynent shoul d
be made within three nonths, or arrangenents
must be made at the end of that time to repay
any amount still outstanding .

"Come back here!"™ Merlin shouted through the

wi ndow—and found hinsel f seized from behind, his
el bows pulled toward the small of his back and his
whol e body wrenched away fromthe w ndow.

He was facing one of the gray-uniforned security
guards. The other guard was holding Merlin's arns
in a painful backlock. A dull throbbing had already
begun in the socket of each shoul der

"You subverts are all alike," said the security guard
facing Merlin. "The minute things stop going your

way, you start yelling and pretending you' re being

pi cked on. Well, you're fired and you're | eaving. How
do you want to go? It's up to you."

GOD BLESS THEM 29
Merlin choked back the bubble of fury in his chest.
"I''l'l go easy," he said.

"Good," said the guard. He nodded, and the other
guard rel eased Merlin's arns. "Let's go."

They marched Merlin to the door of the building,
put himin a gleam ng white car bearing the Trans-
Space enblemon its front doors and rode with him
to the conmpound by the entrance gate where person-
nel on pass waited for the hover-bus into Ogden.

"Who' ve you got there, Gus?" called the guard at
the gate.

"Anot her of them" CGus called back. He and his
cohort wal ked a small distance off and stood to-
gether, talking and glancing at Merlin fromtime to
tinme.

Merlin turned his back and stared out through the
heavy wire nmesh that fenced the conpound. Beyond,

he coul d see the warehouse buil dings of the supply
area, gray silhouettes in the norning sunlight.

"Merlint"
He | ooked around, but saw no one.
"Merlin, over here!"”

He | ooked down along the fence to his left. About
ten neters away was a gate, now padl ocked. Merlin
gl anced at the guards, but they seened indifferent to
the situation. He wal ked al ong the fence until he saw

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (18 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:05 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt

Sam Church's face | ooki ng between the vertical iron
pi pes that supported the gate-door

"Merlin . . ." he said. "I got here as soon as
could . "

"l don't know what's happened. They're kicking

me out without a chance to talk to anyone!" Merlin
clung to the bars. "It has to be a conputer error, or
sonething like that. But how do | do anything about
it when they're running nme out like this, without a
chance to talk to anyone?"

"You can't, of course . Church began
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"Sam listen! Try and get to soneone! You're cadre.
You can find out what went wong and fix it, can't
you? Sam. . . can't you?"

"Well . . ." said Church

"You've got to! Don't you know what this neans?

It's not just this job. Wat outfit, anywhere, is going
to hire ne for anything but slave | abor as Iong as the
records here say | was a subvert? |'ve got to get it
straightened out! What's the matter with you, San
Wn't you even try?"

"Ch, I'li try," said Church

"And sonet hi ng el se—sonet hing el se you can do

for me right away, Sam and it won't be hard. Not
for you. You know that detective agency | had hunt-
ing my wife? They called, just Mnday, and said
they'd al nost found her, that they'd be calling this
week to teH me where she is. Sam. "

He funbled in his shirt pocket and came up with a

pen and a piece of paper. He scribbled on the paper
and passed it between the vertical pipes into Church's
hands.

"It's easy for you to phone out. Call them Sam
Don't tell themwhat's happened to ne. but tell them
they can reach nme at—they can | eave a nessage at "

He stopped and searched his m nd desperately.

"I know! " he burst out. "You renmenber that slave
mar ket in M nneapolis, where you first met ne? The
Avail ables, Fifth and First Avenue North? Tell them
they can | eave a message for ne there. I'll be back
Monday. 1 can pay off that dayclerk, and he'll go
along with it."

"A'l right." Sam Church | ooked at hi m strangely.

"And anot her thing you can do for ne ..

He was interrupted by the roar of blowers as the
bus turned a corner into the conpound.
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"Al'l right, Swenson!" shouted one of the guards.
"Cet over here!l™
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"Sam listen, if you have a chance

"There's no nore time, Merlin." Church was thrust-
ing a white envel ope at him between the pipes. "It's
not nmuch, but it's all | could raise in a hurry."

Merlin took if automatically. The guards were com
ing for him There was not even tine to take Church's

hand.

"I"'msorry, Merlin," said Church. "I'mreally very
sorry. | couldn't helpit. |I have ny own wife to think
of . "

The guards grabbed Merlin, whirled him around
and marched himtoward the bus. Dazedly, he found
hi nsel f aboar d.

"Conpany billing, Jake," said one of the guards.
"This one to Denver Central. If he gives you any
trouble, let us know "

They stood back. There were no other passengers
boardi ng. The doors of the bus closed with a pneu-
matic hiss. The driver lifted the vehicle on the down-

ward thrust of its underjets until it floated free. He
turned it inits own length and headed toward the
hi ghway.

Merlin, catching at seatbacks to keep his bal ance
in the turning bus, stunbled to the m d-section of
the vehicle and sat down- Only then he realized he
was still clutching the envel ope that Church had
given him Nunbly, he opened it. Inside were twenty
hundred-dol l ar bills.

He | aughed bitterly. This, together with the twenty-
five hundred or so he had in his wallet, mght be just
enough to buy a bus ticket back to Mnneapolis. He
woul d have to take a bus to get there by next Mon-
day. If you were caught hitchhiking, the police either
beat you up so badly that you ran the chance of

being crippled, or shot you on sone pretext or other
to save thenselves the trouble of beating you up

He tucked the envel ope into an inside pocket. H's
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old work clothes and everything el se he owned were
getting farther behind himby the mnute. Once back

in Mnneapolis he would have to work in what he

was wearing now—for as long as it stood up. Ironi-
cally, he had been saving his good new shoes lately

by wearing his old ones with the paper-thin soles; he
had found out that the instructors did not care. Shoes
woul d be a critical matter once he went back to
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daywor k. The noney that woul d buy his bus ticket
could be used to purchase a pair of heavy work boots
instead. Wth those, at slave markets in Denver, he
could last indefinitely. G ven enough tinme, anything
coul d happen. He could be reinstated with Trans-
Space, if Church could get to the right person—

H s thoughts broke off suddenly as he remenbered
Church's parting words. What had he neant by saying
he couldn't help it—+that he had his owmn wife to

t hi nk of ?

Under st andi ng expl oded in Merlin.
"The bastard!" he screaned.

He woke to the fact that he had half-risen out of

his seat. Renmenbering where he was, he sank back

down again. The few ot her passengers on the bus and
the driver, in his rearview mrror, were all staring at
hi m

Merlin sat stunned, the whole pattern taking shape
before himlike a puzzle picture that suddenly be-
conmes conprehensi bl e. He renenbered how Church

had |ied about having space experience in order to
qualify for the cadre. He renmenbered Church want -
ing to wal k downtown with himto his interview,
Church neeting himthere after all—which he could
only have done if he had foll owed Merlin—and want -
ing to hang around and see how this perfect stranger
made out in an interview Merlin renenbered the

| ook of terrible longing on Church's face when Merlin
told of his own good fortune. How many tines, he
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wonder ed now. sickened, nmust Church have used that
| ook on ot her peopl e?

He shoul d have been on his guard when Church

warned himto deny having been at any of the obvi-
ously subvert talk sessions in Church's cubicle. The
meani ng of Church's | ast words were clear- He had
insured his own job security by throwi ng the corpo-
rate people a substitute victimand telling themthat
vi cti mwoul d deny everythi ng when questioned. Then
he made sure by advising Merlin to do just that.

A deep wave of rage erupted in Merlin. It rose,
crested, and broke. But fury was usel ess. Church was
out of reach—and he had al ways been just what he
was. The way life was now, it had been up to Merlin
to protect hinself-and he had failed to do so. He
renenbered, in The Avail abl es' slave market, how

he had taken Church for an innocent. Not Church

He, hinself, had been the innocent.

Fifty-six hours later, at midnight, he stunbled off
the Greyhound bus at the M nneapolis term nal. He

had enough nmoney left for a week's crash space in

one of the office buildings—but this late at night, he
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woul d be taki ng unreasonabl e chances. H's room

mat es mght be relatively honest, but any stranger

was fair gane for the pack. Better to take his chances
on the streets than pay to |lie awake all night with his
eyes open.

He headed east toward the University area, where
peopl e woul d be on the streets all night. The tinme
had been when soneone |ike hinmself could ease his

way into a party of students, go back with themto
what ever apartnent, room or warehouse they were
headed to, and pick up free crash space by pretend-
ing to pass out in a corner. But those easy days were
gone. The best to hope for was to stay on the streets
wi thout attracting the attention of the police.

But this night the University district was swarm
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ing. He had the incredible luck to catch on with a
student party that ended up down in the park al ong
the M ssissippi riverbank. Anyone but students woul d
have been rousted out of there by the police. But
they were left alone; and so he nade it through unti
Monday, and was waiting first in line outside the
door when the sl ave market opened at six o'clock

t hat nor ni ng.

The clerk came up the street to the door, recog-

nized himas a famliar face and grunted at him

sl eepily before unl ocking the door and letting them
all inside. He took his tinme, yawning as he set up for
the day. Finally, he was ready, seated behind his
conmput er screen and keys.

"Name?" he said ritually, not glancing up

"Merlin. Merlin Swenson. Did a | ong-distance phone

call come here for ne? Now | ook," said Merlin, swiftly,
"I know this isn't the sort of thing you do, but | can
rei mburse you for your trouble. Did a | ong distance
call come in here for ne. Thursday afternoon or

Fri day?"
"Maybe, " said the clerk and | ooked sour. "It was
collect. | had to pay two hundred and eighty to ac-

cept it for you."
"Two hundred and—

"Look, man!" said the clerk loudly. "You want to

stiff me on noney |'ve already paid out for you,

that's all right. I'Il live. But don't come around here
again asking nme to put you on sonebody's payroll
Deadbeats |i ke you don't deserve jobs."

"All right!" said Merlin, lowvoiced. "I'll pay! Wuat's
the nesssage—and tell me privately or it's no deal!"

"You cone into the office with ne," said the clerk,
still loudly.
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He stood up from behind his desk and opened the
hal f-door in the barricade that joined his desk to the
wall on either side of it to create a small privacy
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space. Merlin walked in and foll owed himthrough a
door in the back wall to a tiny office

"Here you are," the clerk said. H's tone was cheer-
ful and friendly once the office door had been cl osed
behind them He pulled down a sheet of paper that

was thunbtacked to a cork bulletin board. "I didn't
understand a word of it, but | figured soneone |ike
you woul d be along asking for it. That'll be two

hundred and eighty."

He kept his grip on the paper until Merlin had
counted over the noney. Then he held it out in his
fingertips. Merlin snatched it.

"This is no nmessage!" said Merlin. "It's only a
t el ephone nunber!"”

"You expected nore?" The clerk was curious.
"That's all they gave ne."

"But now |I've got to call themlong distance!" said
Merlin. "And you cleaned nme out. | don't have any
money left!"

"Call themcollect," advised the clerk

"I can't call collect to a detective agency," said
Merlin, desperately. "And |I've got to reach them It's
a West coast outfit that's been locating ny wife, and
they were to phone like this when they found her."

"Sure, you can call collect,"” said the clerk. "For
anot her two hundred, 1'1l show you how. "

"Don't you understand?" said Merlin desperately.
"You cleaned nme out. |'m broke! Do you think I'd be
standing in line here if | had nore than what | gave
you al ready?"

"Ch, what the hell!" the clerk said. He left the
tabl e, sat down before the phone terminal at the
desk, and punched buttons. The screen |lit up with
the face of a young nan.

"Yes?" he said. "Who's calling collect, please?"

"Merlin Swenson. The Avaiiables,"” said the clerk

"I"'msorry. | don't have any Avaiiables or Merlin
Swenson on ny list to accept."”

36 Gordon R Dickson

"Well then, just forget it, man. Forget it!" barked
the clerk. "You people called here. If you don't want
totalk to us. we sure don't want to talk to you!"
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"Are you Merlin Swenson?" asked the young face.
"If you're Merlin . "

"Me? Merlin Swenson? You people nust think a

tot of yourselves. Merlin Swenson doesn't answer
any outfit that calls and | eaves word for himto cal
back. Let nme talk to whoever called him and ||
deci de whether it's sonething to bother Merlin
Swenson about . "

"Just a mnute," said the face, "let nme check
with . . ."

"Never mnd. Forget it!" shouted the clerk, and
warded off Merlin with one hand. "I've wasted enough
time with you already, and all you' ve done is stal

"WAit. Wait just a minute," said the other. "I think
it was Maria Bal somwho wanted to talk to Merlin
Swenson. Just a mnute . "

The screen went blank for a nonment, then the face
of the wonman Merlin had spoken with before at the
agency came on the screen.

"Hel l 0? M. Swenson?" Her face was puzzl ed.

"One nonment, " said the clerk, He slid out of the
seat and Merlin replaced him

"l don't understand, M. Swenson," said Maria
Bal som "we don't accept collect calls fromclients
who owe us nobney . "

"Have you found her?" The words burst from
Merlin.

"Of course. That's what we called you about. Then

we had a nmessage to find you at this nunber, so we
called and left word for you to call us. But you were
not being invited to call us collect. As | say, we don't
accept calls from. "

"Where is she?"
"Real ly, M. Swenson. You don't expect this agency
GOD BLESS THEM 37

to furnish information before it's paid? You ve got a
bal ance outstandi ng of fifteen thousand, four hun-
dred and eighteen dollars and twelve cents. |If you'l
make your paynment to us in that anmount . . ."

"But that's why | had to talk to you,” Merlin said

qui ckly. "You see, just for the next week or so, there's
been a little hitch. There was a crazy nix-up in ny
comput er records, and until it's cleared up, they're

hol ding up my ability to get advances of the kind |'ve
been paying with. It's just a tenporary thing because
they're understaffed in the records section, but it'll
hold things up for a couple of weeks. But | have to
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make a deci sion about housing nmy wife while I'min
orbit, and | need to talk to her about this right away.
So | thought if you could just let nme know what

you' ve turned up so far—after all, | have paid you
over thirty thousand dollars already . "

"M . Swenson . Mari a Bal som s voi ce had
stepped far back fromhim "Are you telling me that
you' re not connected with Trans-Space any | onger?"

"Yes and no. The point is, | can't pay your bil
right now, but if you'll wait ~. ."
"Of course." Maria Balsoms voice canme now from

a different world. "Wen you' ve got what you owe

us, M. Swenson, send us a credit voucher, and we'l|
be glad to give you the full results of our investiga-
tions."

"Don't you understand . Merlin began

"l understand perfectly, M. Swenson. Do you?"

said the woman, grimy. "Like everyone else in this
business | live on nmy conm ssions from accounts
collected!"

She broke the connection

"Well, there you are," said the clerk. He sl apped
Merlin on the shoulder. "Cone on out and I'll find
you a job with some overtine."

Merlin shook himoff. He stal ked out of the office,
out through the hal f-door, past the other day-I|aborers

38 Gordon R Dickson

still lined up at the counter, staring at him and out
of the building.

The heat of the day was stifling as he hurried away
from The Avail ables office. He paid no attention to
where he was going until he felt grass beneath his
feet and | ooked around at Al nsbury Park.

He stared about |ike soneone just awakened from

a heavy sleep. At this hour of the day, the park was
only sparsely occupi ed. The nearest bench to him

half in sunlight, half in shadow, had only one person
onit, a very old nman, apparently asleep on the end in
sunlight that was growi ng hotter by the m nute.

It was a consolation prize of fate. The shady ends
of the bolted-down benches were nornally occupied
on a hot sumer day like this. Merlin gratefully sat
down in the shade

An enpty hour passed. But then, slowy, little by
little, the desire to live crept back into himlike a
dull ache. Life was still with him Everything was

| ost, but his heart stiil beat. H's chest still punped.
In a few hours—what ever el se m ght happen—he

woul d be hungry again. And soon after that, he would
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once nore need to sleep

The heat of the advancing sunlight against the thin
sol e of his right shoe roused himfrom his thoughts.
Any day now, he thought, the sole would wear through
and there would be no replacing it. The day was
heating fast, and the shadow i n which he sat had
retreated until it could not rmuch | onger protect him
He felt chilled in the mdst of heat, naked and | onely.

He squinted along the bench at the o!d man, stil
sitting squarely in the sunlight. The other | ooked
very old and weary. Alifetinme of outdoor I|iving had
once darkened his skin to the color of old |eather, but
age and general debility had pal ed and faded the

| eather-tone to a gray shade. The bones of his face
seened unnaturally large under the thin mask of old
skin. A white stubble blurred the outlines of his |ower

GOD BLESS THEM 39

jaw and his winkled eyelids rested on his cheeks. He
did not nmove, but his chest stirred slowy under his
heavy checked shirt, its col ors—i ke his—grayed by
time.

Merlin | eaned toward the man, at which the snel
of death cane faintly into his nostrils. A wi sp of
feeling he thought he had lost stirred within him

"Why don't you nmove this way?" he said to the old
man. "There's still shade enough for both of us at
this end."

There was no answer. He said it again.

"Leave nme be," said the other, w thout opening his
eyes.

"The sun' Il kill you."
"It feels good."

They sat together. It was not nuch, but Merlin's
racking | oneliness had eased slightly with the ex-
change of those few words with the weary figure
besi de him

"I'mat the end of ny rope," Merlin said. "You
know how it is?"

"I know," said the old man, after a |l ong pause. It
was as if he were so far off that ,the sound of Merlin's
voi ce | ook sone tine to reach him

"I''"ll never find ny wife now," said Merlin. "I"l
never get a job now. It's ail gone. That's the worst
part, knowi ng there's no use. Once, | had hope, but
now . "

He found hinself telling the old man all about it.
There was no one else to tell, and he had to tel
soneone. The old man sat in the sun, snelling faintly
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of death. He said nothing. As Merlin talked, a fly
circled and | anded on the pocket of the old man's
checked shirt. It stayed there, resting with the old
man in the sun.

"You see," Merlin went on, "there's nothing to be
done. Nowhere to go."

He stopped tal king, but the old man still said noth-
40 Gordon R Di ckson

ing. Merlin |eaned into the sun and put his lips close
to the gray ear nearest him

"l say," he said loudly, "there's no place to go, is
there? Where can you go?"

The eyelids twitched slightly. The dry lips parted.

"CGet off the Earth," said the old man, "If you can't
scratch a living down here, you got to get off the
Earth."

Merlin sat back. The advanci ng sun had found the

thin sole of his |l eft shoe again. The heat was burning
his foot now, but he could not summon up the will to
pull it back into the shade. He sat.

Janes

-'Janes gave the hurtle of a snail in danger.
(from"Four Friends," a poemby A A MIne)

Janes huffied

He paused, his horns searching the air. Some-

thing was coming toward him along the brick he

hi nsel f was traversing. For a nonment he tensed,

then his trai ned perception “recogni zed that the one
approachi ng was another snail'. Janmes glowed with

pl easure and hurried to neet him

"I''mJanes, "’
you?"

he said, joyfully touching horns. "And

"Egbert," replied the other. "Honored to nmamke your
acquai ntance, Janes."

"Honored to nmake yours," replied Janes, and then,
avidly, as all snails do, he asked, "What's new7"

"The word," said the other. "The word is being
passed. "

“"No!" said Janes.
"Absol utely," confirmed Egbert.

"It's Hono Sapi ens, of course; you m ght have
expected it." He sighed.

"H. Sapi ens?" asked Janes. "Wy, | wouldn't have
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thought it of them They seened |ike such targe harm
| ess creatures, for all their rushing around. |'ve just
been observing one—

"They may | ook harm ess,"” interrupted Egbert,

sternly, "but the mischief's in them And we can't
tolerate it, of course. After coming hal fway across the
Galaxy to try and get away from Them you know. "

"True," agreed Janes. He added, a trifle wistfully
"Sometimes | think we should have crushed Them

the last tine they overran the planet we were on. If
not the previous time. O the time before that."

"But what a labor it would have been," protested
Egbert. "O course all they had were prinmtive mate-
rial weapons: space warps, disintegrators and the
like. But there were so many of Them-thousands of

pl anetary systens all populated up to the pUnsoll
mar k. What a weary task to zzitz hard enough to
extermnate themall. And how easy, conparatively,
to zzitz just enough to protect ourselves."

"Ah, yes," sighed Janmes. "Of course we are by

nature sensible and wary of overexertion. Well, |
suppose we're better off here after all, even with
Hono Sapi ens dashing back and forth as if his shel
was on fire. Who would ever have thought a life form
coul d becone so active? And what is it, by the way,
that they've finally done?"

"Well," said Egbert darkly, "brace yourself. It's

al most unbel i evabl e, but since it comes through the
grapevine, it nust be true. The official word just
filtered up fromthe valley of the Euphrates, or the
Nil e, or someplace around there. One of them —he
spaced the words slowy and i npressivel y—one—ef —
them has actually just invented a wheel!'"

"No!" cried Janes, stunned.

"That's the word," insisted Egbert. "I don't blane
you for being surprised. | had trouble believing it
myself when it was told to nme just the nonth before
| ast."

JAMES 43

"That explains it!" cried James. "I thought |1'd been

seeing things with wheels around, but naturally I
couldn't believe ny senses on the basis of purely
enpirical evidence. An old friend of mne was crushed
by one the other day. Hi s nane was Charlie. You
didn't know him by any chance?"

"No," replied Egbert. "I never knew a Charlie."
They brooded in silence for a second.

"He was a Good Snail," said Janes, at |ast, be-

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (28 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:06 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt

stowi ng the words of highest tribute upon his de-
ceased friend. Hs mnd swng back to the inplica-
tions of the news he had just heard. "But this"—he
stamered—this is terrible!l"

"Of course it is," brooded Egbert, darkly. "You
know what's bound to happen now, don't you? They'|l
be settling down, making pottery. First thing you
know they' Il build pyran ds, discover gunpowder.
Why, before we can turn around they'll be splitting
the atom and you know what happens then!"

" Spacef i ght breat hed Janes, horrified.

"Exactly!" replied Egbert grimy. "And the ninute
they get a ship outside the atnosphere, it'll register
on Their separation-index. And you know what They'\\
do when They find out."

"Poor H. Sapiens!" quavered Janes.

"Yes," said Egbert. "And poor us. The mnute a

ship gets outside the Earth's atnosphere, it won't be
nore than three days, local tine, before They notice
it and have a fleet here englobing the planet. Wich
means we have only the limted tine renmaining be-
tween now and the launching of the first space rocket
to take defensive neasures. And that tine gets shorter
by the century. Wy, for all we know-at the nmad

pace these humans nove—ene of them may be ex-
perinmenting with a potter's wheel even now "

"Indeed," said Janes, anxiously, "I could al nost
swear |'ve noticed signs of pottery culture anong our
| ocal H Sapiens. O course"—he added hastily—I

44 Gordon R Dickson

have no confirmation of the fact in the way of com
parative reports fromother Snails."

"True. | too . . ." Egbert |owered his voice. "Let us
speak off the record, Janmes. Unscientific as it nust
be for only two observers to conpare notes—tell ne:

You haven't seen any evidence of pyram d building
here in North America?"

"Nno . . ." answered Janes cautiously. "I have seen
sonme rather odd structures—but no true pyramd."

"Thank heaven for that," said Egbert, with a sigh
of relief. "Nor have |I. Not that our two unofficia
observations mean anything, but they represent a
straw in the wind, a hope, Janes, that what you and
| have seen mirrors the Big Picture, and that H
Sapiens is still, essentially, a happy herdsman."

"Still," said James doubtfully, "if I were to ven-
ture a guess pn nmy own—

"Janes!" reproved Egbert, shocked. "This is un-
snail like. Put such thoughts fromyour nmind. No, no,
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rest assured that we have sone few t housands of

years still in which to contact H Sapiens if the race
is to be taught how to zzitz and so protect itself and
its planet from Them Reassure yourself that it is
merely a matter of contacting the right individual,
one who will believe us and who in turn will be
believed by his fellows."

For a monent sil ence hung heavy between the two
snails.

"Sonme people," said Janes finally, in an apol o-
getic voice, "mght call us slow™"

"Ch, no!" cried Egbert, profoundly shocked. "Surely
not!"

"And perhaps," continued Janes, his voice strength-

eni ng, "who knows but what we actually rmay be a

bit slow? | want to be fair about this. | will be fair
about this! Think, Egbert: it has been at |east twenty
pl anets, one after the other, which we have seen

bl owmn from beneath us, and their native life destroyed

JAMES 45

by Themin spite of all our good intentions about
teaching that native life to protect itself by zzitzing."

" But —

"But nme no buts. Egbert! Twenty chances we have

had to protect the weak and defensel ess. Twenty
times—n a row-we have been just a little bit late in
giving aid. And | say to you, Egbert, here and now,
that if by followi ng our traditional cautious nethods
we again slip up and see the human race destroyed,
then, by all that's holy, we are a trifle slow"

"James, " breathed Egbert, shrinking back in awe.
"Such energy! Such fire! You are a Snail Transforned!"

And, indeed, James was. Quivering with righteous

i ndi gnati on, he had reared up a full three-quarters of
an inch above the surface of the brick and both sets
of his horns stuck out rigidly, as if challenging the
uni ver se.

"Egbert," he said fiercely, "the tradition of eons is
about to be broken. You have spoken of several thou-
sand years in which to contact H Sapiens. Know,
Egbert, that the far end of this brick touches the sil
of a window, that that sill overhangs a desk, and that
at that desk sits a man high in the councils of the
Five Indian Nations, or the United Nations, or some
such inportant organi zation. This man | have been
observing and | have discovered in himthe capabil -
ity to understand and believe the threat that They
will pose to his race, if that self-sane race continues
this mad plunge of progress which has just recently
brought forth the invention of the wheel."

"Janmes!" gasped Egbert. "You nmean . . . ? You
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wouldn't . . . ? Not without first submtting a report
for the consideration of other snails, the formation of
an investigative forum the collection of an adequate
nunber of blanketing reports, a general referendum—

"Cease, Egbert!" interrupted Janmes sternly. "I
would, and | will. Wat you and other Snails have
al ways refused to recognize is the inpernmanence of

46 Gordon R Dickson

the individual H Sapiens. They are here today, and—f
I may coin a phrase—gone tonorrow." The tone of

his voi ce changed. A note al nost of pleading crept
intoit. "Can't you understand, Egbert, that this is a
crisis' W can't afford to waste a thousand years here
and a thousand years there just to nake the matter
official."

"But scientific method— began Egbert.

"Scientific nmethod, bosh!" retorted Janes, crudely.
Egbert gasped. "Wat good was scientific method to
the life forms of the last twenty planets we've in-
habi t ed?"

Egbert was struck dunb. It was a good twenty
m nut es before he managed to answer.

"Why— he said at last. "I never thought of that.
That's true, it didn't help themmuch, did it?" He
stared at Janmes with wonder and adnirati on dawn-
inginthelittle eye at the tip of each of his two major
horns. "But Janmes— he said. "To flout tradition in
this fashion—+to throw off at one fell swoop the age-
wel ded bonds of ancient custom and established

means. Wy, Janmes"-he went on, falling, as all Snails
do when deeply noved, into ianbic pentaneter—this
step will sound throughout the halls of tinme; and

t hrough the echoi ng vault of universe, be duplicated
toinfinity. So that all future ages, hearing it, and
| ooki ng back, will wonder how you could. And tel

me Janmes, howis it that you can?"

James bowed his horns in graceful acknow edg-
ment of the question

"I am" he replied sinply, "what you m ght possi-
bly characterize as a humanitarian."

"Ah," said Egbert softly, "so that's it."

"Yes," answered James. "And now-ny duty calls.
Farewel |, Egbert."

"Farewel I !'" choked Egbert, al nbst too overcone

to speak. They broke contact; and Janmes began to
turn around. "Farewell, oh brave and gallant spirit!"”
JAMES 47

Resol utely, James conpleted his turn and began
his march. Inside the wi ndow, at the desk, a heavy
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balding man with tired eyes straightened his gl asses
and began to read a report stanped TOP SECRET

and headed PARTI CULARS OF FORTHCOM NG FLI GHT OF UN
SPACE ROCKET x-1. He read steadily into the report as
the sun crept across the sky,

After a while he stopped tenmporarily to rub his

eyes. As he did, he caught sight of a snail which had
just crawl ed across the sill from outside the w ndow.
It stood bal anced on the edge. It was James, of course,
and for a long second they | ooked at each other. Then
the man turned back to the report.

James paused to catch his breath. The trip had
been all of el even inches and he had cone at top

speed.

Finally he collected hinself and turned toward the
man. The H. Sapi ens' head was bent over a sheaf of
paper; but whatever engrossed himthere would be
smal | potatoes to what Janmes was about to hit him
wi th. Janes | ook a deep breath.

"Huffle." he said. "Huffle. Huffle! Huffle, huffle,
huffle. huffle ..."

"James gave the huffle of a snail in danger—
And nobody heard himat all."

A A Mlne
E GQubling Dow
fAT isten, ' said Sonny, snapping a glance at his

JL/father ' | heard sonething )ust now Noise |ike
a car coming up the road to the place, here

"l don't hear nothing," said George Weaver "No
one comng calling at our farmat past m dnight
He put his big, gray, winkled hand on the table Not
striking it, just laying it out "Pass the spuds, girt

"Here, Dad "

From besi de the stove, Sonny's wife Betty cane
across the roomw th her apron whi spering and the
| arge oval blue-nmed bow in her hand She forked
boil ed potatoes onto the old man's plate

"Shut up," said Sonny ' | tell you | heard sone-
thing '

They stopped for a nonent, Betty standing by

George's chair, George staring at his son, unwillingly
yet curiously silent Qutside the house, the plowed
fields and the noonlit wood were silent The chilly
spring night was silent

"Coul d've swore t heard something," said Sonny,
reluctantly at last He sat back in the chair at the
kitchen table, and under the white wash of |ight

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (32 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:06 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt

48
E GUBLI NG Dow 49

fromthe bright bulb in the ceiling, notion came
back to the three of them

Betty took the potato dish back to the stove and set
it down beside the burners CGeorge split his potato
with a fork He | ooked at Sonny's thin face

"Thai nmurder nystery novie tonight got your head
full of notions," he said

"Yes," said Sonny "If it was up to you, we'd never
go to town "

"It ain'"t going to town, | mnd It's staying up al
night like this,' said the old man "G rl, where's the
buttern”

"Right in the icebox behind you,' said Sonny
"Cone here and sit down, Bettv Let himget it his
own self You haven't ate a thing yourself, yet "

"I don't mind," said Betty She had a voice as soft
as the blue eyes in her small face "I'Il sit in a mnute

"No, go ahead and sit down," said CGeorge "l guess
my son told ne ny place here on the farml've
wor ked for forty years Go ahead and sit down

"I'"ll get everything on the table first," said Betty
She noved about the kitchen™ bringing things to the
square, linoleumcovered table top

"I guess I'll eat and go to bed— the old nman was
begi nni ng, when Sonny cut himoff, excitedly

"Li sten" Hear thap"

Wth the tail echo of his words still hanging mthe
air, the other two, old man and young wonman, seened

to feel rather than hear sonething that had just ceased
It was |like sensing that a sound had been, rather

than that a sound was

"What is it, Sonny™" Betty asked her husband She
stood by the stove, her apron caught up in the act of
wi pi ng her hands

"l don't know," said Sonny, junping suddenly to

his feet "But |'msure as heck going to find out " He
snatched up his jacket fromthe back of his chair and
strode swiftly to the kitchen door

50 Gordon R Dickson
"WAit!" cried Betty. "I'lIl go with you."
"Grl!" said the old man

"Ch, just stay where you are, Dad!" she flung over
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her shoulder at him "I'll be back, I'll be back!"

Lifting a sweater fromits hook near the kitchen
door, she ran out after her husband, shutting the
door behind her. On the steps she paused. Then she
made out Sonny's dark shadowy format the far edge

of the back yard, |ooking over the duckpond into the
bl ackness of the woods behind the farmhouse. Lightly,
she ran to him

"Sonny," she said, in a |low voice, taking his arm
"What was it?"

"Don't know," he said, frowning at the woods. He
turned his head to | ook down at her. "Sonething
smashed out there." He gestured to the woods. "The
old man giving you a specially hard time tonight?"

"Ch, he's tired," she said.

"If you'd stand up to him he wouldn't be ordering
you around all the tine |ike a servant."

She squeezed his arm "I don't mind."
"Wll, | mnd," said Sonny. "You're my wife. not
his."

"It's that that bothers him" she said. "Wth your
st epnot her gone, and himnot able to work the way

he used to, he feels |ike soneone extra around the
pl ace. "

"He don't have to," said Sonny.

"I know. Sonny— she said, "what was it |ike—
what you heard?"

"Like a car comng, a long way off," he said. "And

then a smash. A real |ight smash, crackling, sort
of +i ke an orange crate being splintered and busting
wi de open.”

She | ooked past him into the woods. "Qut there?"
she sai d.

"Sounded like it."
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He started off suddenly, down the slope toward the
duckpond. She cane after him

"Maybe you better go back to the house,"” he said.

"No, " she answered. "I want to cone."

"Stay close, then," he said.

He went on, his slimshoul ders bobbing in the
moonl i ght as he detoured around the duck pond. He

| ooked thin and small, but quick and dangerous |ike
a ferret. Betty followed, thinking how rmuch hitler—
and yet, in other ways, how much bigger he was than
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the 1 ong, heavy-jointed nan, his father

They wal ked into the woods. The trees were big

and had killed off all but a few straggly patches of
under brush between them The noonlight cane

through their bare branches, filtering down in thin
shafts.

"If sonething's here, it ought to show," she whis-
pered at the back of his ear. The wood was only an
acre or two deep—a patch rather than a real wood

Sonny grunted. There was silence for a nonent.
Then he spoke again- "There!" he said. "Look!"

He stopped and Betty stopped, and Betty | ooked

forward over his shoulder. In the little cleared spot
between two big trees was sonething like a |arge,

hal f-shattered silver egg. Its top half was still intact,
but the bottom had broken and spread.

"What is it?" asked Betty.

But Sonny was al ready approaching the snashed

thing. He came up and stood beside it. It was barely
taller than his head—not nore than six feet high as
it stood—and maybe eight feet through the niddle.

"Funny!" he sai d.

Betty had caught up with himby this tine. "Is it
sonme kind of plane?" she asked.

"Not likely," he said. Then he changed his m nd.

"M ght be. They got new stuff coming out all the

ti me nowadays." He frowned at it. "Sure |ooks flinsy,
doesn't it?"
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He reached out a hand to touch the cracked, silver
surface before him It bent at his touch. Through the
whol e thing ran a shiver and without warning a
strange, deep voice spoke briefly to themfromthe
thing's interior.

"What's that?" gasped Betty. Her eyes were big in

the nmoonlight which in this little open space fl ooded
down all around them She and Sonny had both

drawn back at the sound; and now they stood cl ose

t oget her, staring.

"Leave me go," said Sonny. "l've got to look into
this. Just you stay back a bit—=

Betty rel eased the hands that had clutched at him
all unwittingly. When he went forward, again, she

i gnored his advice and stayed cl ose beside him G n-
gerly, he touched the broken object once nore.

Again, the voice spoke. It was as if the shattered
thing responded instinctively to his touch
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He touched it once nore. Cear and sharp, for the
third time, the voice made sounds |ike recognizable
words, in the night.

"E @ubling Dow "

"Don't, Sonny!" cried Betty. "Leave it alone! It
m ght be sonet hi ng dangerous- A bonb or sonething."

"There's sonething in there," said Sonny, staring
in fascination at the object.

"Maybe it's sonething foreign. Let's go call the
sheriff," said Betty. "Please, Sonny!"

He shook her off. "Foreign or not," he said, "there's
sonmething in there. I want to know what it is."

"Don't you know better!" she cried in agony.
"They' ve got bonbs and terrible things nowadays.
It's not your business to look into things like this."

"Now you shut up," said Sonny. But he did not say
it angrily. "This is my farm=

"It is not! It's your dad's!"

"M ne as much as his. And | got a right to look in
what cones onto it, if | want. Now you stay back."
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"I won't," she said. "If you're going to do sone-
thing crazy like that 1'mgoing to be right with you."

"Al'l right," Sonny said. "Just don't you get in the
way. "

He approached the object again; and, taking the

two edges of a crack, forced themapart. The netai, if
it was netai, of the shell tore slowy, |ike heavy
cardboard, but w thout sound. When he had sepa-

rated the two edges of the crack enough, he thrust

hi s head and shoul ders i nside.

A deep "E Qubling Dow' sounded fromthe interior
and after a second, Sonny's voice followed, sounding
muffled and a little holl ow

"Somet hing here, all right. Pull that right edge
back, Betty, while | lift it out."

Betty hurried to obey. The thin bright netal felt
cool and flinmsy in her fingers.

Sonny backed out, hol ding sonething | arge and

curved in his arms. When he got it out into the
nmoonl i ght, they saw that it was a round thing, per-

haps a little larger than a basketball, but flattened as
if by ifs owmn weight, and with an odd crease di ago-
nally across its top.

"Brace or sonething had it pinned in," said Sonny.
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Abruptly, in the tricky noonlight, a dinple seened
to appear near the top of the thing. The dinple deep-
ened, wi dened, and spoke suddenly, the same words
they had heard before.

"E @ubling Dow. "

Betty gave a little throat-caught shriek, and backed
of f.

"It's alivel!" she cried.

"Of course it's alive," said Sonny. The nouth con-
tracted and all but disappeared. "Don't scare your-
sel f, honey. Something like this can't hurt nobody.
Here, feel it."

Betty backed away.
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"Conme on," urged Sonny. Hi s hands, used to the

animals of the farm held it lightly and surely. "Noth-
ing sliny or bad about it. It's light as a balloon, darn
near."

"Put it dowmn and we'll go call the sheriff," said
Betty, trenul ously.

"Feel it," comanded Sonny.

Rel uctantly, Betty approached and reached out
shrinking fingertips. Her first touch on the creature
coul d have been no nore than the brush of a feather
When it neither noved nor spoke, she gai ned cour-

age, and drew cl oser, running her fingers nore cer-
tainly over its surface

"It feel s—funny." she said. "Sort of satiny—snooth,
and warm "

"Here, hold it," said Sonny. "Nothing to it, hardly."
Hesitantly, she took it and exclainmed in surprise.

"It's like a bubble!" she cried. "Like a big, warm
bubbl e. "

Sonny reached out and took the strange object
back from her.

"We'll carry it up to the house," he said. "Then we
can call the sheriff. There's sonething special about
this." And he started off back toward the house.

"What do you suppose it is, Sonny?" asked Betty,
foll owi ng cl ose behind him

"Can't tell," said Sonny.
"Where do you suppose it cane fronP"
"Through the air, someplace, that's for sure,” said

Sonny. "That thing it was in wasn't built for noving
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al ong the ground.”

"They do all sorts of secret things, nowadays," said
Betty. "Maybe the arny sent it out, or the air force.
or something. Sonny—

"What ?"

"You don't suppose it mght be from-sonepl ace
el se? Li ke those flying saucers, things like that?"

E GUBLI NG Dow
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Sonny grunted. For a minute he did not answer;
and they wal ked along in silence.

"l was thinking about that," he said, finally.

"What ?" asked Betty.

"I was thinking," he said. "I don't guess |I'll call

the sheriff after all. | think maybe I'Il call the FBI."
"The FBL"

"l guess so."

Betty | ooked at her husband with w de eyes.

"If this is sonething special," said Sonny, "the FB
woul d know better how to handle it. Besides, there
m ght be sonething they wanted to keep secret.”

"But— Betty stunbled. "You can't just phone."

"Wy not?" he countered. "They're in the city phone
book, just like everything else."

They had reached the edge of the wood and energed
into full noonlight again. Under its beans, the crea-
ture in Sonny's arns seened to gl eam and gl ow. The

di npl e mouth sprang suddenly into existence, wid-
ened and spoke.

"£ Gubl mg Dow. "

They stopped at the sound of it, staring at each
ot her.

"This's nothing for the sheriff," said Sonny.

Betty | ooked fromhimto the creature, in which
the mouth had all but vani shed again. She foll owed
Sonny back across the yard and up the back steps of
t he farmhouse.

"Open the door for ne," ordered Sonny. She noved

past him pulled open the screen door, pushed open

the back door, and stood hol di ng both doors w de,

| ooking into the kitchen where the old man still sat

at table, a piece of cold roast pork on his fork. He put
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it dowmn when he saw her and lifted his head.

"It's going on two o' clock in the norning," he said.
"If you're done traipsing all over the woods— He
broke of f suddenly as Sonny cane in, carrying the
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creature. H s creased face hardened in surprise
"What's that?"

"Somet hing," said Sonny, briefly. He carried it

across to one of the kitchen chairs and set it down on
the chair's seat. It flattened a little and lay stil

wi thout rolling. He went on into the living room and
George and Betty could hear himon the phone, ask-

ing the |l ocal operator for the city nunber of the FBI

George stared at the creature on the chair. Under

the bright illumnation of the electric light in the
kitchen, its rounding shape ran with shifting col ors.
It lay still. Only the creased spot across its top was

dark and col orl ess.

"Grl!" said the old man, finding his voice, finally.
"What is that?"

"l don't know, Dad," she said. She stood facing

him feeling defensive, the edge of the sink pressing
into the small of her back. "It was in sonething that
cane down and crashed back in our woods."

"What's it doing in my house?"
"Sonny brought it," she said.

"I know he brought it. | want to know what it is,
and what it's doing here. And what's that Sonny's
calling for on the phone?"

"The FBI."

"The FBI?" George stared at her. "Has he gone

crazy? Has he gone clear out of his head?" The old
man pushed hinsel f suddenly back in his chair and
stood up. Wth | ong, heavy strides, he crossed to the
chair in which the creature lay; and reached out a
knobby forefinger toward it.

Bef ore he could touch it, the dinple appeared and
wi dened. The creature spoke.

"E Qubling Dow. "

George jerked his finger back as if it had been
bitten. He backed away fromthe chair, his face an-
gry and scared.

"I't's alive!" he said.
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"Yes, Dad," began Betty. "It spoke |ike that before."
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"It's alive\" repeated the old man, hoarsely.
" Dad—
"What kind of thing is it?"

Betty opened her nouth; but she could think of
nothing to say. At that nonment, however. Sonny
cane back fromthe living room

"They said they'd send soneone out," he said. He
grinned, briefly. "Man on the phone sounded tike he
thought | was drunk, at first."

"Richard!" said George. "Richard! What have you
brought into this house?"

At the unusual use of his given name, Sonny turned
slowy. For the first tine, he noticed the wild stare in
the ol der man's eyes.

"What's wong with you?" he asked. "It's not hing,
Dad. Just something froma ship of sone kind that
crashed into the woods."

"It ain't natural," said his father. "Wiatever it is,
it ain't natural, nor fit, nor holy. Look at it! And it's
alivel"

"Wl |, why not?" denmanded Sonny. "Wy shoul dn't
there be sonething like that and alive? Just because
it don't |ook—=

"Where did it cone fron®"

"Sonme sort of flying ship from sonmepl ace smashed
up back in the woods."

"It's a devil creature. Sonething |like that was never
meant to exist on the good earth."

Sonny stared at his father. "Now, what're you get-
ting all worked up for?" he said, gently. "It don't
have to be so terrible just because it's different."

"I tell you it ain't right! Things like that just ain't
right!" cried George. He stared frantically from Sonny
to Betty. "Grl, you shouldn't have let himdo it. You
shouldn't "a let himbring it hone."

"Dad— began Betty.
58 Gordon R Dickson

Sonny went past her and up to his father and took
hi m by the arns.

"Here, you sit down now," he said, pushing the oid
man easily into a chair. "There's no sense you get-
ting all worked up like that. It's just some strange
kind of animal, that's all."

"No, it ain't!" shouted the old nan. "It ain't even
an animal. It's sonmething different."
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"And what if it is?" answered Sonny. "Maybe that

was what they call a saucer it was in, and it's from
Mars or the nmoon or something. That don't nake it
somet hi ng ungodly. Besides, the man is coning to
take it anyhow. "

"You shouldn't ought to let it live," said George in,
a | ow, dead voice, staring across the roomat it.

"Dad— said Betty, coming across the roomto

him She put a hand on his shoul der and rubbed it

soot hingly back and forth. "It can't hurt anyone. A

it can dois talk alittle. And | think it's asking for
hel p. See— she pointed to the dark crease across it.
"I think it's hurt."

"That's where that brace pinched it," said Sonny.
He wal ked over and exami ned the crease. "I don't
suppose there's anything we can do."

"Kill it," said George.

"Now you listen to nme!" flashed Sonny, raising his

head and | ooking across at his father. "W aren't

going to touch this thing. It ain't up to us to touch it
And anyway it's done us no harmand | don't believe

in lifting any hand against any living thing until it
does!"

"It ain"t right," said the old man, stubbornly.

"It ain't right—+t ain't right," echoed Sonny, exas-
perated. "That all you can say? Wat's not right
about it?"

"What ain't right about it?" The old man straight-
ened up, his eyes wide and angry, his face flushed.
"Il tell you what, boy! This world's been going to
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hell for some tinme now Everybody playing hob with
things that ought to be |eft be. Wars and destruction
Pl ague and pestilence. They got to nonkey with the
weat her.

"They got to nmake atomic bonbs which ain't no

nmore nor less than letting |oose hellfire on Earth.
Every day they find sonmething new to cut a nman up

for, or pump himfull of serumfor, or take himto
court for. And that there"—-he pointed a shaking
finger at the round creature—that's the end of it ail
Sonet hing that was never neant to be on this earth
and there it is."

Sonny stared at his father. "This's not like you," he
said, slowy.

"Not like nme?" cried Ceorge.

"This roaring around about science and progress
and all. | notice you ain't kicking the tractor out of
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the barn for no horses!"

The ol d man opened his mouth, then abruptly
clanped it shut again and stood glaring at his son
Sonny | ooked at him a nmonment, then went on

"Never heard you say nothing against hybrid corn

O Black Angus cattle. How cone you're so hot un-
der the collar about this?" and he jerked a thunb at
the creature

"They're different!" cried George. "They're natura
ani mals. Thi s—tal ks. "

"Just makes a noise, is all."

"Noi se, nmy foot!" said George. "That's talk. as clear
as a man nakes. That thing can talk. And it can
listen. It's laying over there listening to every word
we say right now "

Sonny half-turned to | ook at the creature, his eyes
narr ow ng.

"You said it come in a ship, didn't you?" demanded
the old man. "They don't put animals in to fly ships."

"The Russians sent a dog up, didn't they? News-
60 Gordon R Dickson

paper said we sent some nonkeys up in rockets. The
army or the navy or sonething did."

"Dogs and nonkeys!" The old man's scorn was
crushing. "That ain't no nonkey, |aying there watch-
ing us like that, speaking words |ike a human."

"Watching!" said Sonny. "It's got no eyes. But al
right, supposing it is. Supposing it's smart as a man,
Supposing it cone all the way from sone star we

never even heard of. What about it?"

"VWhat about it? I'Il tell you what about it when

you answer ne one question," said George. "Wat's

it come for? What's it cone all the way to the Earth,
here, to the U S A, to our farmand our woods and
our house for?"

Sonny frowned. In the nonent's silence, al nobst as
if it was in answer to the old man's question, the
dinple fornmed once nore on the creature's snooth
surface; and it spoke again.

"E @ubling—bPow, " it said.

There was the slightest of pauses between the sec-
ond and the last word, this tinme. It inpressed itself
on the three listeners with the particul ar sharpness
of something at once opposite and ominous. In the
pause follow ng, Betty spoke trenblingly.

"Sonny," she said. "Sonny—+ think it's getting
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wor se. "

"Worse?" echoed Sonny. He took a step over to the
creature and | ooked down at it. "Wat d you nmean?"

Betty's finger indicated the crease on the crea-
ture's top, without touching it.

"See—t's getting darker around there," she said.
"And it sounded kind of —well, weak."

Sonny examined it. After a nmonment, he raised an
angry face in the direction of his father.

"Now you see!" he said. "You with all your yelling
about what a terrible thing it is. It hurt itself in that
crash- Maybe it's hurt bad. You sitting there worry-
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ing about it, when it's not only harm ess but prob'ly
dying."

"It won't die," said the old man, raising his head.
"Critters of that sort don't die."

"Lot you know about it," grunmbled Sonny, bend-
ing over the creature. "Betty, there ought to be sone-
thing we could do for it."

"l don't know, Sonny," said Betty, standing gazing
at it. "1 don't know what anyone could do for sone-
thing like that."

"That brace nmust have pinched it bad inside, maybe

it broke sonething. Maybe— he broke of f. suddenly

aware of his father close behind him peering over

his shoulder. He turned. The old man was staring in
fascination at the creature.

"It can't die," said the old man again. But there
was doubt in his voice for the first tine.

"Wy can't it?" demanded Sonny sharply.

The ol d man shook his head, but said nothing. He
continued to gaze at the creature, which, as if it was
aware of their concentrated attention upon it, opened
its dinple of a nouth once nore

"E. .. Qubling ... Dow," it said.

There was no doubt that the pauses between the

wor ds—f they were words—were | onger than they

had been before. Though not hi ng el se had changed,

nei ther the tone nor the accent with which the words
were spoken, the words canme slowy, as if they were
bei ng pushed out by unusual effort.

"How soon will the man be here?" asked Betty.
"He said in an hour or two."

"Be sun-up in an hour or two," said the old man
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"After three now. No sort of hours to stay up to." His
voi ce was mechani cal and absent. He renmi ned, star-
ing at the creature.

Sonny and Betty paid no attention

"Do you think they can do sonething for it when
they cone?" Betty said.
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"Don't know," frowned Sonny. "Take it in to the
hospital, | guess. Take an X ray there and see what's
wong. | don't know. "

"It'd be too bad if it—didn't last," said Betty.
"Yeah," said Sonny.

There was a nonent's silence in the white-lit
ki t chen.

"You don't suppose— said Betty. "You don't sup-
pose it's sonething inportant it's trying to tell us?"
She | ooked up into Sonny's face as if for reassurance.

Sonny shook his head.

"No telling," he said.

"What | say is," broke in George suddenly. "It
must' ve cone for sone reason— He turned to his
son. "How far off are them stars?"

"Hundreds of mllions of mles,
wi t hout turning his head.

replied Sonny,

Air hissed scornfully in between the old man's teeth.
"You're crazy boy," he said. "It can't be nothing like
that."

"Look in the almanac if you don't believe ne,"
sai d Sonny.

"Huh!" said George; but he turned and went across
to the kitchen shelf where the current issue of the
al manac stood beside Betty's cookbooks.

"I just wish we could do sonething for it," said

Betty.

"l guess we could put himon a pillow or sone-
thing," said Sonny

Betty turned and went out of the room Behind
Sonny, the old nan's feet shuffled across the kitchen
floor.

"l can't find it in here. Sonny," he said. pushing
the al manac into his son's hands. "Were do you find
figures like that?"

Sonny took it, ran through the index and turned to
the al manac's interior.
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"Here you are," he said. " 'The Planets and the
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Sol ar System Name of pl anet—Mercury—appr oxi -

mate di stance fromEarth in nmillions of nmiles—

maxi mum one thirty-six.' That's a hundred and
thirty-six million nmles. "Mnimum fifty— That's fifty
mllion and so on. And the planets ain't stars. Stars
are nmuch further off. Read it for yourself, there. Maybe
it came froma planet, naybe a star."

He handed the book back to the old man, who took
it nunbly and stared at the open page.

"That can't be right," he said. "That just can't be
right. Couldn't anything cone that far. Wy, do you
know how far a mllion mles is, Sonny?"

"I'f they figure we can do it one of these days, no
reason this couldn't have," said Sonny.

Betty canme back with the pill ow.

"Lift it real gentiy, Sonny," she said. Sonny |ifted.
She slid the pillow underneath the creature. It shiv-
ered, but said not hing-

"Al'l that way— the old man was nunbling- "What
for?"

"Maybe, " said Betty, hesitantly, "it came to tell us
somet hi ng. "

"Tel | us what?" denmanded George, turning to her.

"I don't know. But the way it says E Gub-—whatever
it is—ever and over agai h—

"Sonny," George turned to his son, "do you guess
that's it?"

"Don't know," said Sonny, gazing at the now qui et
creature.

"E—= it said. "@ubling—Pow. "

"I"'mgoing to call that FBlI office again," said Sonny.
"Maybe | could meet them hal fway or sone such
thing."

He went into the living room and they heard him
speaking to the operator. George turned to Betty.

"Grl— he said, in alowvoice. "Grl, I"'mnot as
young as 1 used to be. Maybe |I'm ol d-fashi oned, but
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it's hard for me—all these new things. And | don't
know about this. | just don't know "

She cane over to himand took his hand, synpa-
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thetically.

"You don't like it either," he said, |ooking up at
her. "1 know you don't like it, either."

She stroked his shoul der, reassuringly.

"Hush, Dad," she said. But her voice trenbled a
little. "Hush. | was scared at first, too- But now |I'm
just sorry for it. being hurt and all."

"What's it trying to say to us?" said the old man

"I can't talk to him He don't listen to nme anynore.

But you know how | feel, girl. | worked for ny uncle
thirty years before | got this place- | tried to build it
i nto sonet hing permanent over forty years here. And

now that | got it, the world seens to be going to

pi eces all around nme. You understand nme, girl. |

don't nean to be ornery and cranky all the tine. |

just don't feel right with things anynore."

"Hush, Dad," she said. "W know. "

"You do," he answered. "But does he? He's alt one
pi ece, that boy. Al one tight little package. Can't
nobody tei! what he thinks or feels or sees. Mt of

the tine | think he don't care. | care. You care." He
| ooked up at the girl suddenly with a strange expres-
sion on his lined face. "I know and | bet he don't

even. You're expecting, ain't you?"

"Shhh!" said the girl. But this time there was an
urgency to her hushing. "I don't know+ nean, |I'm

not sure. | want to see the doctor first before |I say
anything. | was going today in town, but | didn't get
the chance."

"You see?" nmunbl ed George. "You and a child in
you. And me—-

"E .. ." said the creature, slowy and heavily,
"Qubling . . . Doooow. "

The | ast word drew out |ike a disk on a record
E GUBLI NG Dow 65

pl ayer sl owi ng down. They both | ooked over at the
creature where it lav still.

"And it," said George

Sonny cane back into the kitchen, wal king fast, as
he al ways did, on his toes.

"Man's already left," he announced. "How is he?"

He bent over the creature. He shook his head. The
area around the crease had darkened and enl arged
and the colors that played over the surface of the
sphere seemed to have sl owed.

"Betty," he said, straightening up. "Let's have sone
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coffee. That man ought to be here in an hour. City's
unty tortv mles away."

"If he doesn't get lost," put in George.

Sunny | ooked at his father. "He won't," he said,
shortly.

Betty went to the stove and picked up the coffee
pot. The coffee in it was old. She poured it out and
put tresh water on. Then she came back and sat

down at the table.

They sat now, all three of them for Sonny had
taken a seat at the table, top; and his | ather was
seated across fromhim Sonny | ooked up at the old
man.

"You tired. Dad?" he said. "No sense vou're staying
up unl ess you want to."

"I"mwaiting," said George.

A silence fell between them After a while, the

coffee pot began to sing above the burner and Betty

got up to turn the current off. Still none of them said
anything. Betty went to the cupboard and cane out

with fresh cups. She placed one before each of the

men and filled it up. Then she began, nechanically,

to clear the table.

"Leave that go until norning, why don't vou?"
sai d Sonny, |ooking up at her

"I hate to get up to a dirty kitchen." she said "It's
no troubl e—ow. "
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He turned his gaze away from her, and back to the
creature. Both nmen sat drinking their coffee and
watching it. Their faces were stil! above the table,
like the busts of old Roman Senators. Sonny's nar-
row, small boned features were straining a little
forward—i ke action suspended-—w th an al nost pred-
atory brightness as he watched the creature. Hi s fa-
ther's face was stiller, nore settled and heavy, the
wrinkl ed skin | ooking thick, |ike old |eather weath-
ered by tinme, the immbility of age holding it with a
solid notionl essness. The electric clock above the
sink noved noiselessly, its little purring of gears |ost
in the water-nmuted clatter of the dishes, as Betty
washed up.

Three tinmes, as the hour went by, the creature
cleared its throat as if to speak, but no full words
came out.

"It's going," said the old nan, suddenly.

Thi s abrupt speaking of what was in all their nmnds
made the other two | ook quickly over at him
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"Maybe not," said Sonny, sharply.

The ol d man rai sed his head and | ooked Sonny
squarely in the eye

"Some things you can tell ne, boy," he said. "But
not that. | know when sonething's birthing, and when
it's dying."

Sonny opened his nouth as if to retort, closed it
again, then opened it once nore.

"You'd be glad to see that, wouldn't you?" he asked.
The ol d man rubbed his hands toget her.

"Don't know," he said. "GQuess we're better off wth-
out it."

"Bver figure it mght be Iike a man, sonepl ace

el se?" said Sonny. "A man with his insides smashed,
dying in sone place strange with things |ike that
around him just watching and not knowi ng what to
do?"

The old man sighed and turned his head away. On
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the wi ndow beside himthe blind was pulled. He
reached out with one long armand raised it part
way.

"Coming on to dawn," he said

The first pale, grayish-white tight of norning was
Hoodi ng across the fields. It cast its illumination in
t hrough the wi ndow, meking the electric light in the
ceiling suddenly yellow and gari sh.

Abruptly, the creature shivered and rocked a little
onits pillow The dinple nmouth fluttered open and
shut, open and shut, and a sudden riot of wild colors,
unl i ke anyt hing they had seen before, flaned wildly
over its surface

"£ GUBLING DON" it said; and then. very fast,
three tines, so that the sounds were all run together,
"E Qubling Dow . E Gubling Dowi E Qubling Dow "

The di npl e sagged half open; and it went silent.

The colors faded |ike a nonentary flush, faded into
gray and fromthere to a sickly white, |ike a dead
fish, cast up on'a shoreline, bleaching in the sun. The
old man sighed heavily, and the ghost of an echo

came from Betty. Sonny cussed suddenly, in a | ow,
bitterly furious voice; and, getting up, stal ked across
the room and out the back door. The door slammed

behi nd him

The old man and the girl | ooked at each other.

"What ails the boy?" cried George.
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"l don't know" said Betty. She hurried across to

the door, the old man up and | unberi ng behind her.

She pulled it open and they stepped out onto the

back stoop. Three steps down, Sonny stood bel uw

them his back to them his fists clenched at his side,
staring into the rising sun. At the sound of the open-
ing door, he whirled to face them

" Sonny cried Betty. "Sonny, what is it?"

He glared at them half-raising his fists, in a furi-
ous, hel pl ess gesl ure-
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he shouted. "It don't nean nothing to
"You—

you! Al'l you want is your farns or your babies. You
don't know what goes on in the inside of a live and
living man!"

The Stranger

TT/e will not consider the odds involved in their
Wfinding the stranger, for the odds were inpossible.

They came down to rest their tubes on an un-

naned planet of a little-known star in the Buckhorn
Cluster. Because they were tired fromweeks in space,
they came in without |ooking. They circled the planet
once and spiraled down to an open patch of sand
between two rocky cliffs. Only then did they see the
ot her ship.

Jeff Wadley was at the controls and his eyes wi d-
ened when he sawit. But his fingers did not hesitate
on the controls, for a deep-space starship is not the
kind of vehicle that can change its m nd about |and-
ing once it is within half a mle of the ground. He
brought the Emerald Grl in snmoothly to a stop not
five hundred feet fromthe stranger. Then he sat

back.

"Dad," he said flatly, into the intercom "sw ng the
turret!"

Peter Wadley, up in the instrument room had al-

ready seen the strange ship, and the heavy twi n bar-
rels of the automatic rifles were depressing to cover.
Jeff l|eaned forward to the conmuni cator.

69
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"ldentify yoursel f!" The tight beamin Common Code
snapped across the little stretch of open sand to the
cliff against which the other seemed to nestle. "W
are the mining ship Emerald Grl, Earth license, five
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hundred and ei ghty-two days out of Arcturus Station
Identify yoursel f!"

There were steps behind Jeff, and Peter Wadl ey
cane to stand behind his son's tense back

"Do they answer, Jeff?"
" No.
"ldentify yourself. ldentify yourself! ldentify yourself!"

The angry demand crackl ed and arced invisibly
across the space between both vessels. And there was
no answer.

Jeff sat back fromthe communi cator. The pal ms of
hi s hands were wet and he wi ped themon the cloth
of his breeches.

"Let's get out of here," he said nervously.

"And |l eave hinP" His father's | ean forefinger indi-
cated the strange silent ship.

"Why not?" Jeff jerked his face up. "W're no sal -
vage outfit or Governnent exploration unit."

There was a nonent of tenseness between them
The ol der man's face tightened.

"We'd better look intoit." he said.

"Are you crazy?" blazed Jeff. "It was here when we
cane. It'lIl be here if we |eave. Let's get going. W
can report it if you want. Let the Federal ships

i nvestigate."

"Maybe, it just landed," his father said evenly.
"Maybe it's in trouble.”

"What if it is?" Jeff insisted. "Don't you realize
we're a sitting target here? And what do you think it

i s—Aunt Susie's runabout? Look at it!" And with a
savage flip of his hand he shoved the nagnification

of the viewi ng screen up so that the other ship seened
to |l oomup a handsbreadth beyond their walls.

It was an unnecessary gesture. There was no ms-
THE STRANCF- R 71

taking that the lines of the other ship were foreign to
any they had ever seen. It was big; not outlandishly
bi g, but bigger than the Enerald G rl. and bul b-shaped
with nost of its bulk in front. There was no sign of
ports or airlocks, only a few stubby fins, which pro-
jected forlornly fromthe body at an angle of sone
thirty degrees.

And fromits silence and imobility, its strange
i nhuman lines, a cold air of alien nenace seened to
reach out to chill the two watching nen.
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"Wel I ?" chal |l enged Jeff. But the ol der man was
not |i stening.

"The radarcanera,” he said, half to hinself. He

turned on his heel and stalked off. Jeff, sitting tensely
in his chair, heard his father's footsteps die away. to
be succeeded seconds |l ater by the distant clunsy

sounds of a man getting into a spacesuit. Jeff swore,

and junping to his feet, ran to the airlock. H s fa-
ther, radarcanera at his feet. was already hal f-dressed
to go outside

"You aren't going out there?" he asked incredul ously.

The ol der nman nodded and picked up his fishbow
hel met. Jeff's face twisted in dismay.

"I won't let you!" he hatf-shouted. "You' re risking
your life and | can't navigate the ship w thout you."

Hel met in hand, his father paused, the deep-graved
lines of his face stiffening.

"I"'mstill master of this ship!" he said curtly. "Alien
or not that other ship may need assi stance. By
intraspace law |'mobliged to give it. If you' re wor-
ried, cover ne fromthe gun turret." He dropped the

hel met over his head, cutting Jeff off fromfurther
prot est.

Seething with m xed fear and anger, Jeff turned
abruptly and clinmbed hurriedly to the gun turret.
The twin barrels of the rifles were already centered
on their target, which the aimng screen showed,
together with the area between the two vessels and a
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portion of the Emerald Grl's airlock, which projected
fromher side. As Jeff watched, the outer |ock swung
open and a gray, space-suited figure raced for the
protection of the bow It was a dash of no nore than
five seconds duration, but to Jeff it seened that his
father took an eternity to reach safety.

He reached for the m crophone on the ship's cir-
cuit and pulled it to him

"Al'l right, Dad?" In spite of hinself, Jeff's voice
was still ragged wth anger

"Fine, Jeff," his father's voice cane back in unper-
turbed tones- "I'mwell shielded and | can get good,
cl ean shots at every part other.”

"Let nme know when you're ready to start back,"
said Jeff, and shoved the m crophone away from him

He sat back and lit a cigarette, but his eyes contin-
ued to watch the other ship as a man nmight watch a
dud bonb which has not yet been disarnmed. After a
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whil e, he noticed his fingers were shaking, and he
laid the cigarette carefully down in the ashtray.

When he comes back, thought Jeff, it'll be tine.

We' |l have this thing out then. He's becone some

sort of a religious fanatic, and he doesn't know it.
How a man who's been all over hell and seen the

worst sides of fifty different races in as many years
can think of themall as |ovable human chil dren,

don't know. But, know it or not, this taking of chances
has got to stop soneplace; and right here is the best

pl ace of all. When he gets back—f he gets back—

we're taking off. And if he doesn't get back . . . I'Il

bl ow t hat bl oody bastard over there into so many
bits . -

"Coming in, Jeff," his father's voice on the speaker
interrupted him

Jeff | eaned forward, his hands on the trips of the
rifles; the small gray figure suddenly shot back to the
protection of the airlock, which snapped shut behi nd
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it. Then, he took a deep breath, stood up, and w ped
the perspiration fromhis forehead. He went down to
the instrument room

Peter Wadl ey was already out of his suit and devel -
oping the pictures. Jeff picked themup as they cane
off the roll, danmp and soft to the touch

"I can't tell nmuch," he said, holding themup to the
I'ight.

"There's a great deal of overlap,"” his father an-
swered- "We're going to have to section and fit the
pi eces together like a jigsaw puzzle. Wait'11l I'm

t hrough here.”

For about five minutes nore, pictures continued to

come off the roll. Then Peter picked up a pair of
scissors and arranged the prints in their proper
sequence.

"Clear the table," he told Jeff, "and fit these to-
gether as | hand themto you."

For alittle while I onger, they worked in silence.
Then Peter |laid down his scissors.

"That's all," he said. "Now, what have we got?"

"I don't know," answered Jeff, bew ldernent in his
"fr

voice. "It looks like nothing | veever seen.”

Peter stepped up to the table and squinted at the
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shadowy filns with eyes practiced in reading rock
formati ons. He shook his head.

"It is strange," he said, finally.

"Do you see what | see?" denmanded Jeff. "There's

no real crew space. There's this one spot—dp front"—
he indicated it with his finger—that's about as big
as a good-sized closet. And nothing nmore than that—
except corridors about twenty inches in dianeter
running fromit to points all over the ship. She nust
be flown by a crew of mdgets.”

"M dgets," echoed the ol der man, thoughtfully. "I
never heard of an intelligent race that small."

"Then they're sonething new, " said Jeff, with a
shrug of his shoul ders.
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"No," said his father, slowy. "I don't renenber

when or where | heard it, but there's sone reason

why you couldn't have an intelligent race nuch

smal | er than a good-sized dug. It has sonething to

do with the fact that they growin size as their devel -
oping intelligence gives them an increasing advan-

tage over their environnment."

"Here's the evidence,
filmwi th one finger.

Jeff answered, tapping the

"No." Pete was bending over the picture fragments
again. "Look at these things in the corridor. They're
obvi ously controls."

Jeff | ooked.

"l see what you nean," he said at last. "If there's
any simlarity betwen their mechani cal system and
ours, these controls are built for sonebody pretty
big. But look how they're scattered all over the ship.
There's a good fifteen or twenty different groups of

i nstruments and ot her things. That neans a nunber

of crew nmenbers; and you sinply can't put a num

ber of large crew nenbers in those little corridors."

"There's a | arge anount of total space," Pete be-
gan. Then, suddenly a faint trenor ran through the
ship. Jeff |eaped for the screen and his father noved
over <o stand behind him

"Good Lord," said Jeff, "look at her."

The ot her ship shook suddenly and rolled slightly

to one side. Sonme unseen center of gravity pulled her
back to her original position. She hesitated a no-
ment, and then tried again, with the sanme results.
She | ay quiescent.

Jeff pounced on his radiation drum graph-

"What does il say?" Peter asked.
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Jeff shook his head in astoni shnent. "Nothing," he
answered, "just nothing at all."

"Not hi ng?" Peter cane over to take a | ook at the
graph hinmself. It was as Jeff had said. The line trac-
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ing the white surface of the graph was strai ght and
undi st ur bed.

"But that's inpossible." Peter frowned.

The two nmen turned back to the screen. As they

wat ched, one final shudder shook the strange ship,
and then, like a stranded whal e who has given up
hope, it lay still.

"My God!" said Pete, and Jeff turned to himin

astoni shment. It was the closest to profanity his fa-
ther had cone in twenty years. "Jeff, do you know
what | think? 1 think that ship is manned by just one
great big creature—+ike a giant squid. That's why no
radiation registered. He was trying to nove his ship
by sheer strength."

Jeff stared at his father.

"You're crazy," was all he could manage to say.

"Why, sorething big enough to shake that ship woul d
have to fill every inch of space inside it. You can't
live in a space ship that way."

"That's right," Pete answered. He cl anped his hand
on Jeff's shoul der excitedly and | ed himback to the
jigsaw puzzle on the table. »

"If I"'mright," he said, "that's, no ship at all as we
understand it, but some sort of a space-going suit for
something terrifically large. Something |like a giant
squid, as | said, or some other |ong-tentacled crea-
ture. H's body would lie here—+n this space you said
was about the size of a closet—and his tentacles, or
what ever they are, would reach out in these corri-
dors to the various groups of instruments.”

Jeff frowned

"It sounds sensible," he nmuttered. "And in any

case, he wouldn't be able to get outside his ship to fix
anything that went wong. And | take it there is

sonet hing wong, or else he woul dn't be junping

around i nside."

"Jeff," Pete said, "lI'mgoing outside to take a cl ose
| ook at him™"
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Jeff's head snapped up fromthe jigsaw puzzle. The
old, sick fear had come back. It washed over himlike
a wave.

"Why?" he demanded harshly.

"To see if | can find out what's wong with his
ship," said Pete over his shoulder as he went to the
airlock. "Com ng?"

"Wait!" cried Jeff. He stood up and followed his
father. For a monent there, they stood facing each
other, two tall nmen with | ess apparent physical dif-
ference between themthan their ages m ght indicate,
poi sed on the brink of an open break

"Wait," said Jeff again, and now his voice was

| ower, nore under control. "Dad, there's no point in

pl ayi ng around any |onger. You aren't going to be
satisfied just to | ook around out there and then | eave.
You're going to do something. And if that's it | want
to know now. "

There was a nonent's silence; then Pete turned
back to Jeff, his face set.

"That's right," he said. "I don't have to | ook.

know what's wrong- And | know what |'mgoing to

do about it. There's a living intelligence trapped in
that space-thing as you and | might be trapped. | can
set it free with two of our notor jacks. If you' ve got
one inkling of what it means to be ignored when
you're caught like that, you'll help ne. If not, I'm
taking two jacks out the airlock and you can fire the
motors and take of f and be damed to you."

Bet ween the two big nen the tension built and
strained and broke. Jeff let out a ragged sigh.

"All right," he said. "I"'mwith you."

"Good," said the older man, and there was new life
in his voice. "Get your suit on. |I'Il explain as we
dress.

"The trouble with our friend there is that he's
fallen over- | see you don't understand, Jeff. Well,
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this ship of ours lands on her belly. W' ve got booster
rockets all over the hull to correct our |anding angle.
But ships weren't always that way. They used to

have to sit down on their tail. There's no furrow
where that ship | anded, only a circular blasted spot,
so it figures. Maybe sone of his mechani sm went

wong at the last mnute.

"At any rate, I'mbetting that if we get himupright
again, he can take care of hinmself fromthere on out.
So you and | are going to go out there with a couple
of jacks and see if we can't jack himback up into
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position."

The sand was thick and heavy. The wal k over to

the other ship was tedious, with the heavy jacks

wei ghi ng them down. They reached the alien hull

paused a nonment to get their breath and then at-

tached the magnetic grapples to the skin of the ship

at two points on opposite sides of the hull and roughly
a fourth of the way up fromthe rocket tubes.

It was hard to anchor the jacks in the soft sand.

They finally found it necessary to dig themin sone
three or four feet to a |ayer of rock that underlay the
sand. Then, when everything was ready, they took

their stations, each at a jack, and Pete called to Jeff
on the hel net set.

"Al'l ready? Start your notor."

Jeff reached down and flicked a switch. The tiny,
power ful jack notor began to spin, and the jack base
settled nore solidly against its rocky bed. Wen he
was sure that it would not slip, he left it, and went
around the rockets to stand by his father.

Hi s face was gray.
"Well," said Peter tensely, "up she goes."

The nose of the alien ship was rising slomy from
the sand. It quivered softly fromsome notion inside
the shi p.
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"Yes," said Jeff, "up she goes." His words were flat
and dull. Pete turned to ook at him

"Scared, son?" he asked. Jeff's lips parted, closed
and opened agai n.

"You know how we stand,"” he said, dully. "I've

heard what you said fromother nen, but never from

an alien. Mst of the ones we know hiE first, and talk
afterward. You know that once this ship is on its feet
we're at his nercy. Just his rocket blasts alone could
kill us; and there won't be tine to get back to the
Grl"

The alien was now at an angle of forty-five degrees.

The little jacks stretched steadily, pushing their thin,
stiff arms against the strange hull. Sand dri pped
fromthe rising shinp.

"Yes, Jeff," Pete said. "I know But the inportant
thing isn't what he does, but what we do. The fact
that we've hel ped himean't you see it that way,
son ?''

Jeff shook his head in bew | dernent.

"I don't know," he said helplessly. "I just don't
know. "
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The ship was now nearly upright. Suddenly, wth

an abruptness that startled both men, it shook itself
free of the jacks and teetered free for a second, before
comng to rest, its nose pointing straight up

"Here it goes," said Pete, a tinge of excitenent in
his voi ce. They noved back sonme yards to be out of
the way of the takeoff blast. Suddenly the ground
trenbl ed under their feet. Pete put his hand on the
younger man's shoul der.

"Here it goes," he repeated, in a whisper

Fl ame burst abruptly fromthe base of the ship. It
was warmng up its tubes. Slowy the flame puffed
out fromits base and it began to rise.

Jeff shook suddenly with an uncontroll abl e shud-
der. His voice cane to Pete through the earphones,
starklv afraid.
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"Now what ?" he cried. "Wat'l|l he do now?"
Pete's grip tightened on his shoul der,

" St eady boy. "

The ship was rising. Up it went, and up, until it

was the size of a man's little finger, a liny sliver of
silver against the black backdrop of the sky. Then,
inexplicably, it halted and began to reverse itself.

Slowy it turned, until the blunt nose pointed to-
ward them Jeff's hoarse breathing was loud in his
hel met. Now it cones, he thought, and his nuscles
t ensed.

A long minute flowed by and still the alien hung

there. Then, abruptly it went into a series of idiotic
gyrations; it twi sted and turned, and spun around,
swinging its fiery trail of rocket gases like a |um nous
tall in the darkness. Then, just as abruptly, it re-
versed once nore, so that its head was away from

them in the twinkling of a noment it was gone.

Pete sighed, a deep, ragged sigh.
"Did you see it, boy?" he cried. "Did you see it?"

"I saw." Jeff's voice was filled with a new awe.
"Now | get it. He wasn't swe—he didn't know we
were really trying to help himuntil we | et himget
all the way out there by hinself. Then he knew he
was free. That's why he wouldn't answer before."

"Sure, Jeff, sure;" said the older man, a note of
triunmph in his voice. "But that's not what | nean
Did you notice all those contortions he was going
through up there? What did they rem nd you of ?"
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There was a nonent of silence, then the words
cane, at first slowy, then in a rush fromJeff's I|ips.

"Li ke a puppy," he said, haltingly, stunbling over
the wonder of it. "Like a puppy wagging its tail."

And the |light of a new understandi ng broke sud-
denly in his eyes.

"Dad!" said Jeff, turning to his father. "Dad! Do
you know what | think? | think we've nade a friend."

Gordon R QG ckson
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And the two nmen stood there, side by side, |ooking
into the blackness of space where an odd- shaped
spacecraft had vanished. It, they felt, was on its way
hone.

And they were right. Mreover, It was hurrying.
For It had a story to tell.
The Friendly Mn

Mark Toren was very surprised to find someone
waiting for him

The awai ter was a young, pleasant-I|ooking man
wearing an open-throated sports shirt with a pipe in
his mouth. He took the pipe fromhis nouth to wave
cheerfully and pointed through a doorway into what
seened a rather pleasant |iving room

"Come in," he said. "Come in, and nake yourself
at hone."

Wondering, Mark followed himin. This was not
according to what he had conceived as regul ati ons.
Did they have a reception for all visitors fromtime?

He | ooked around the room wonderingly as he took
a chair It |looked like any ordinary room confort-
ably furnished in the style of his own century.

"You | ook puzzled," said the young nan. who had
taken a seat across from hima deep | eather arm
chair in which he |l ounged confortably. Mark eyed
himnarrowy, noting the style of his clothes, which
was the same as that of Mark's own.

"I am" he said, dryly. "You don't expect to go fifty
thousand years into the future and find the present.”

The young man chuckl ed. "You'd be surprised,” he

81
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said. "Civilization has a way of coming full circle .

oh, by the way, ny nane's Merki: and yours is—=2"
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"Mark Toren," said Mark. "What do you nean by
full circle?"

"Ups and downs," replied the young nan, airily.
"Dark Ages—a period of scientific advance—anot her
Dar k Ages—anot her period of scientific advance—and
so on."

Mark frowned. "That's odd," he said. "The cycle
seened that way in ny tine, surely. But according

to ny own prognostications, it should have |evelled
out to a steady uphill clinb for the human race by at
| east twenty thousand years after my tine. As a mat-
ter of fact, that's why | chose to go this far into the
future; sinply because that tinme seened so renote
that no one of ny tinme could inmagi ne what the hu-

man race would be |like—= He interrupted hinself
suddenly. "If you don't mind, I'd like to ask a few
questions about your present tinme."

"Shoot!" said the young man, blowi ng a cloud of
snoke toward the ceiling.

"You speak ny | anguage,"” asked Mark, bluntly,
"you're dressed as | am How conme?"

"Ch, that," said Merkl. "W have instruments that
allowus to look a little distance along the time line
in either direction. W saw you coni ng and got things
fixed up to receive you."

"That nmuch trouble for one visitor?" asked Mark

"I't wasn't nuch troubl e"—Merkl shrugged—wi th
our technol ogy."

"Then," said Mark, "I take it that your world is
very different fromwhat | see here."

"Some," said Merkl. "W have a higher technol ogi -

cal level, of course. At the same tinme, as | said,
culturally, our civilization is at pretty nmuch the sane
cyclic point that yours was at."

"At the sane tinme," Mark sa''d, his eyes taking on
for a second the fugitive gl eam of the researcher
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"it's going to be interesting for nme." He paused, and
when the other made no i nmedi ate response, contin-
ued, "You don't have any objection to ny seeing it,
do you?" he asked.

"Ch, none. None at all,"” replied the young nman
hurriedly. "OfF course, you understand, we're going to
have to give you and your tenporal vehicle a bit of
an exam nation, just to nmake sure there's nothing
about either of you that might possibly be harnful to
us."

"l assure you— Mark was beginning stiffly, when
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the young man interrupted with an apol ogetic air.

"Ch, we realize that you have no intention of doing
any harm but you might, for exanple, be harboring

di sease gerns to which we are no | onger imune.

Your ship mght possess some |atent energy which
woul d react violently if it were inadvertently ex-
posed to sonme of our technology. | assure you that
there won't be anything to the exam nation. As a
matter of fact, you can speed up the business consid-
erably just by answering a few questions for nme."

Mark grimaced wyly.

"I'"d hoped the shoe would be'on the other foot," he
said. "lI'"'mbursting with curiosity. However, go ahead."

"First," said Merkl, "just to confirmthe findings of
our instruments, suppose you tell me fromwhat time
you conme?"

"Twenty-one Ninety AD, " said Mark.
Mer kI nodded.
"And what type of civilization did you have, then?"

"Well," said Mark, "we considered ourselves fairly
wel | advanced. Qur rockets had reached as far as the
moons of Jupiter and we had fairly well established
col onies on Mars and Venus. W were naeking fairly

wi de use ot atom c power, although the installations
were still so expensive as to restrict their use con-
siderabl y— He broke off, sonewhat enbarrassed.
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"l suppose this all sounds awfully primtive and

childlike to you," he said.

"Not at all," answered Merki, quickly. "Not at all
Go on."

"Wl | —sociologically we were, | suppose, pretty
primtive. Equality anmpobng the sexes was firmy es-
tabli shed, of course. There was still some suppres-
sion of minorities, but not nmuch. The old Earth
governnents were still in force, although the rea

power was w el ded by the | arge busi ness and | abor
organi zations."

"l see," interrupted Merkl. "Still the type of soci-
ety where a strong man could hack his way to power."

"Why, yes— said Mark, and stopped abruptly.
"Why do you ask that?"

"Ch, for no particular reason," replied Merkl, eas-
ily. "The situation is nerely typical of such cyclic
conditions as you've been describing. Tell ne nore
about the extent to which planetary exploration had
gone. No farther than Jupiter, you say?"
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"Not that | know of," answered Mark. "And | inag-
ine | would have heard of any further advances."

"Interesting," said Merkl. "Very interesting." He
rose suddenly to his feet

"I'"ll leave you now," he said. "The machi nes are
ready to scan you and your machi ne. The process

will take several days, but | assure you, will not
cause you the slightest disconfort. Make yourself
confortable here. This building is yours, although
nmust warn you about stepping outside of it until you
are told it is safe to do so."

"Of course," said Mark. "But there are a few nore
things I'd |ike to ask you— He broke off, for Merk
had al ready passed through the door and was gone.

After the young man left, Mark sat for a while in
t hought. The reception he had been accorded was
not what he had expected—but then he chided him

THF FRItND'Y MAN
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self for expecting it to conformto any preconceived
noti ons.

He was not the first explorer intinme to | eave from
the period of the Twenty-second Century; but if he
returned, he would be the first to do that. The risk
was a cal cul ated one, and he took it with no nenta
reservations. It was, however, with sone idea of

pl aying safe that he had set his destination at fifty
thousand years in the future. Briefly, Mark had been
hopi ng to get beyond the cyclic ups and downs to

whi ch Merkl had referred. Inevitably, he had thought,
reverses and re-reverses of history nust conme to an
end eventually as man grew in nental maturity.

How far can the hunman race go in fifty thousand
years, considering its progress during the past five
t housand years of known history? Mark had asked

hi nsel f that question and answered it with the obvi-
ous reply that it was inpossible to i magi ne the an-
swer. The nost he could guess was that by then man
woul d be a new creature entirely, bearing only the
renot est resenbl ance to his ancestor of the Twenty-
second Century. The | east Mark had i nmagi ned was

that man, fifty thousand years fromthen, would
have passed into a conpletely new era.

And now, here was Merkl to tell himthat, aside
froma greatly inproved technol ogy, man was stil

on the sane nerry-go-round of history that he had
been on in Mark's time. Mark shook his head over
the information. Merkl's answer was pl ausible, even
reasonabl e, but it did not feel right.

Mar k shook the notion fromhis head and rose to
expl ore the buil ding where he was being tenporarily
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held a prisoner. It consisted of three roons and al
t he appurtenances of the normal Twenty-second Cen-
tury bungal ow. The only difference was a stairway
that led up to the open roof, which gave hima view
of the surroundi ng country.

The countryside was grassy and rolling; the air
86 CGordon R Dickson

astoundingly fresh and clear, so that the few i sol ated
groups of buildings he could see in the distance stood
out sharply, like nmeticulously executed m niatures.

He was struck by the isolated position of his bunga-

I ow, and had hal fway resolved to ask Merki about it,
when it struck himthat possibly they were playing
extra-safe in the matter of possible contagion. Still,
that was odd, when Merki had not seened at all shy
about coming into quite close proximty to him O
course, the scientific worker sonmetinmes took |ong
chances—He shrugged his shoul ders and went back

down the stairs. I'll just check the linme machine, he
t hought, and then gel sone sleep. As soon as the

exami nation period is over there'll no doubt be plenty
to do.

But when he came to the spot of his arrival, the
ti me machi ne was gone.

Two days |ater, Merki returned. Mark did not hear
himenter, but there he was, suddenly, in the en-
trance to the room where they had had their first
i ntervi ew.

"Hello," said Merki. with a friendly snile. "How
are things going?"

Mark jumped out of his seat.

"You' ve taken ny nachine!" he snapped.

"Why, yes," said Merki. "It was easier to take it to
t he machi nes which would scan it, than to bring the
machi nes here. | inmagine you'll have it back in a day
or so."

"Ch," Mark answered, somewhat nollified. MerKki
came on into the room followed by an ol der, thinner
man, who nodded pl easantly to Mark

"Mark," said Merki, "lI'd like to have you neet
Term, one of our archaeol ogists. He's one of the
group who's been studying that machi ne of yours;

and he's found it interesting. So interesting, in fact,
THE FRI ENDLY MAN 87

that he wanted nme to ask you if you wouldn't mnd
chatting with himabout it."

Mark could not help feeling slightly flattered. The
thin line of his nouth rel axed.

"Of course,"” he said. "Anything you would like to
know. "
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"Thank you, sir,
down?"

responded Term . "Shall we sit

Al three took chairs, and Mark | eaned forward,
grasping his knees with his hands, in an attitude of
attentiveness. Term's snooth voice flowed over him

"I must begin by an admission," said the archaeol -
ogist. "Qur records of tine machines are very incom
pl ete, Mark, very. The nobst prinitive ones of which
we have any record belong to a date sonme fifteen
thousand years later than your tinme. W assune that
probably there was, followi ng your tinme, a period of
scientific retrogression, in which the basic know -
edge necessary to the construction of such a na-

chine was |l ost. So that your machi ne stands alone in
our experience wthout any neans available to tie it
to later developnments. It is not even readily apparent
to us how you operated it; and | thought, just to save
us tinme and effort of experimentation, that you m ght
not mnd explaining the process to us."

"Not at all," answered Mark. "You nust. of course,
understand that there were others working on the
subject of time travel during ny period and that my
machine is by no neans typical. But they are all
founded on the same principles.

"Briefly, it was the devel opnment of psychonechanics
that allowed real research on the subject of tine
travel to begin. Psychonmechanics found that there

was a definite connection between the human body's
perception of tinme and its experience of tine. That is,
the body tended to react to what it perceived as a
speeded-up tinme flow by speeding up inside. The
Mackenwal d distorter was the first instrument to
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exploit this reaction by accelerating a subject's per-
ception of time as nuch as three tines normal; and,
quite by accident, it was discovered that inanimate
objects in close proximty to the body al so tended to
be affected by the speed-up process.

"Fromthe matter of distorting the body relative to
time, it was a short step to the problem of distorting
time relative to the body. And fromthe research

done in that direction finally was evolved the tech-

ni que of putting the body in suspension relative to
time—that is, into a tineless state.

"I't's alittle difficult to explain what | nean wth-
out denonstrating the processes as they occurred

step by step. But, it should be easy to understand

how, once it was possible to put a living person into

a tineless state, all that was necessary for tinme travel
was to find a means of noving that body along the

time streamto the point at which it wished to re-

enter the tinme stream Psychonmechanics sol ved that
difficulty by training the human nmind to the point of
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using it as a propulsive unit in the tineless state.
This, of course, was possible since it takes, even in
practice, alnpst no energy to nove a body relative to
the time stream”

Term | eaned back in his chair and | aughed.

"No wonder," he said. "That's a good joke on us.
No wonder we couldn't find any evidence of a pro-
pul sive unit on your nmachine, when the propul sive
unit was in your head, instead."

"Well," said Mark, a trifle enbarrassed. "It's sone-
thing like that."

"Well, well," said Termi, standing up, "thank you
for being so kind as to explain it to me, Mark. Sone-
time later 1'll have to drop back and have anot her

chat with you. There are a | ot of aspects of your tinme
on which I'd be glad to have some firsthand i nforma-
tion."
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He turned toward the door. Merkl also rose to go,
but Mark put out a hand to detain him

"Look here, Merkl," he said, "aren't you through
with investigating nme, now? |1'd |ike to get out of
here and see firsthand what this world of yours is
like."

Merkl stuffed his pipe thoughtfully.

"As a matter of fact," he said. "you seemto be
turning out to be a nore conplex character than we
had expected, Mark, and we're not quite done yet. |
i mgine that in a week or nore, you can get out and
around. "

"A week!"

"Possibly a week," answered Merkl. "Possibly |ess.
And now | really must go." And, wenching his arm
fromMark's grasp, he turned and was through the
door before Mark could think of anything nore to
say.

Mark junped to the door behind him and flung it
open. But there was nothing to be seen except a
smal | sort of flying ship rising fromthe grass just
outside the building. Defeated, Mark returned to the
interior of the bungal ow

The week passed, leaving Mark with food for

t hought. The bungal ow was supplied with books of

the Twenty-second Century type, but, on close in-
spection, Mark was unable to find one that he had
not read before. So he spent his time nostly on the
roof of the building, enjoying the sunlight and pon-
dering the reception that he was receiving in this
world of the future
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It was not until the week was nearly over that he
was able to put his finger on the oddness of his
situation—the feeling that had been bothering him
ever since his arrival

It had to do with the reactions exhibited by Merkl
Term, and the race they represented- Subconsciously,
Mar k had expected these men of the future to be, if
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anyt hi ng, supremely sure of thenselves and their
actions. And it was a |lack of this sureness that he
seened to notice in the two nen he had net so far

He had assumed fromthe conpl eteness of the buil d-

ing in which he found hinself and the casual atti-
tude of Merki that they had been conpletely prepared
for his arrival. Consequently, he had reasoned that
there would be little fuss and bot her about the inves-
tigation to which they insisted on submitting him
Instead, there seened to be a great deal- It was
puzzli ng.

Consequently, when Merki next returned, at the
end of the week, Mark was determned to pin him
down on the matter of his further seclusion

"Look here, Merki!" he said. "I'mnot questioning

your right to take adequate defensive measures agai nst
what ever inimical hosts ny mnd or body may be

har bori ng, but you can't keep nme shut up like this
with nothing to do. I'll go crazy. Man, |'m human,
too. "

For some reason Mark's words seened to catch the

other conpletely off balance. He continued to stand
facing the visitor fromtime, with his usual smle and
puffing with his usual serenity on his pipe. But oth-
erwise it was exactly as if a switch in his mnd had
been clicked off. He stood, staring at Mark for such a
long tine that Mark grew al armed, thinking that the
man had been struck by sone sudden strange paraly-

sis. Then, just as suddenly, he came out of it.

"You nust stay here," he said. "It is inpossible for
you to go out right now "

"But— cried Mrk.

"I"'msorry," said Merki, and turning on his heels,
fairly ran out the door to his waiting flier.

Mar k, puzzled and angry, paced the bungal ow after
Merki had left. He had no | onger any doubt that he
was being deliberately cut off fromthe world of the
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future. Wiy, he wondered. Wat on earth could be so
wong with himthat he was not all owed even a
close-up glinpse of the cities he could see fromthe
roof ? And out of his frustration, and the tenper-
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wearing pressure of nearly two weeks' enforced idle-
ness, he formed a pl an.

That night he crept up on the roof, being careful to
allow no light to show. A half-insane plan had fornmed
in his head. They had warned hi m agai nst goi ng out

of the building, but the front door was unl ocked. He
assuned that if they expected himto | eave agai nst
orders, they would not expect himto go to the trou-
bl e of dropping off one side of the roof, rather than
wal king directly out the door. At any rate, he would
chance it.

He slithered over the roof's low railing, hung by

his hands for a second, and then released his grip. He
fell, but not hard, and after rolling over a couple of
times in the soft grass, lay still and waited.

There was no alarm After a while, he got to his
feet and noved softly off through the night to where
the nearest city gl eaned agai nst the ni ght sky.

He had estimated that the city was some ei ght or

ten mles away, but after trudging for three or four

m nutes, he was surprised to see that the glow of its
lights was considerably stronger, so that it appeared
to light up half of the sky. Cautiously he slowed his
pace, but the glow increased with such rapidity that

he finally had to drop into the grass for fear of being
seen outlined agai nst the sky.

He crept forward. There was a snall hillock in his
way, and for a nmonent this blacked out sight of the
city. Then, he reached the top of it, and | ooked over
The glare hit himfull in the face and he gave a
sudden cry of aninal fear

For the city was only a nodel.
For a second, he lay staring at it. And then he had
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junped to his feet and was running down upon it. Its
m niature buildings |lowered to his chest, and the

tiny streets were just wi de enough for himto wal k

t hrough. Unbelievingly, he ran his fingers over the
structures. They were conplete in every detail; little
mast er pi eces of imtation. But it was not just that
that set his mnd reeling.

It was the fact that every one was a nodel of some
building in his home town. Each one was a replica of
a structure he had seen and known. Not one was
unfam liar.

Trenbling, he lifted his eyes fromthe city. Beyond
it trenbled a shimrering haze on which his eyes
refused to tocus. Wonderingly, he noved toward it.

It hung, like a curtain of mist, just beyond the
farther limts of the city. He strode up to it, stood in
front of it, and cautiously extended his hands out
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and into it.

It gave without resistance and his hands pl unged

t hrough, di sappearing fromsight. Wth a wordl ess

cry, he jerked them back and | ooked at themin the
reflected Iight of the city. They were whol e and good.
He stood for a second nore, gathering his nerve, and
then, taking a deep breath, wal ked through the curtain.

H s feet passed fromsoft turf to solid surface, the
m st thinned before his eyes. He brushed the last of it
away with one hand and saw-desol ati on.

He stood on a street where giants nmght have wal ked.
And on either side towered buildings. Not mnia-
tures, these, but mighty edifices that towered up
until they were lost to sight in the night sky. But
there was no light here, and no novenent. The fact
was witten on the dust of the street, in the blank
and staring wi ndows of the buil dings.

The city was desert ed.

Fear returned to Mark Toren with redoubl ed force.
He felt lost and insignificant, |ike an insect upon the
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wi ndowpane of eternity, about to be squashed by the
thunb of a god. And he burst into wld, unreasoning
flight down the street.

After sone distance, he obeyed the inmpul se to hide,
and darted into the open doorway of one of the
bui | di ngs.

"Greetings!" booned a deep voice

He | eaped backward in sheer panic to the street
out side. The voice ceased. He turned and darted wildly
for another doorway and slipped inside.

"Greetings!" boonmed a voice, again.

He took a step backward, but this tine curiosity in
part conquered fear, so that he stayed where he was,
flattened against a wall, in the shadows.

And the voice went on talking. Only this time he
realized that the words were not inpacts of sound on
his ears, but welled up unbi dden, within his nind.

"Greetings, visitor," cane the words. "From wher-
ever you have come, no matter what far-flung starbom
worl d may be your home, greetings. You stand at the
bi rt hpl ace of the hunman race.

"This was our breeding place—this earth. Here we
lifted our heads fromthe earth. Here we stood up-
right and wal ked. Here we grew and reached out to
the stars. And here we have |left our nenorial of the
| ast men to be planet-bound. Look about you and

see. The heritage of the human race is here.
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"Now we, the last men to be planet-bound, have
finished our nenorial and go to Join our brothers

bet ween the stars. W do not go to sonme hone, for

we will have no other hone. W have passed beyond

the need of honme, and all the reaches of stellar space
are the sane to us.

"For it was never ordained that man should cling
to the smalt bodies of planets when the endl ess re-
gions of the ether are his to wander in, as a bird
m ght wander in the sky, wi nged and arnored by the
power of his m nd.
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"So, to you, visitor, greetings Look on the works of
man, his buildings, his machines, and the creatures
of his machines All this he has left, as vou will one
day | eave vour works and all that your hands have
wrought for the greater freedomthat cones between
the stars "

The voice ceased, and Mark turned fromthe door-

wav, into the noonlit street agai n—and stopped Wit -
ing for him rank on silent rank were Merki and
Term, and others like them although the others
glinted, gaunt and bright in the noonlight wthout
the kindness of artificial flesh to cover their netal
bones They said nothing, and their eyes glittered on
hi m And Mark knew that he should feel frightened,

but the voice inside of the building had drained fear
fromhimand he felt only pity for the ones before
hi m

"So," he said, fmallv, "you are the creatures of the
machi nes "

"Yes The answer cane like a sighing wind from
the crowd

"And | ama man," said Mark The pity inside him
wel | ed up and he asked gently "What were you trying
to do® What did you hope to learn from men"

"W were trying to leamlife," answered Merki for
themall "W are Earthbound because, while we can
t hi nk, we have no inagi nati on Mans inagi nation
has taken hi mbetween the stars. We thought if we
could learn to go back to the tine when Man was
stilt learning, we could learn, too "

"But," said Mark, "you could not use nmy nmachine
unl ess you had i magi nati on The use of psycho-
mechanics requires it " They did not answer

"But why didn't vou just come out directly and a&k
me7" asked Mark "And why did you hide all this"—
and his armswept out to indicate the buil di ngs—
"h-om ner"

THE FRI ENDLY MAN 95
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' Because we hate you," said Merki unenotionally
"You are sonething we can never be and so we hate
you "

"But you haven t harmed ne— began Mark, be
wi | dered And then the realization struck him"You
cannot harmne,' he said

"W cannot harmyou," said Merk! "Therefore we
hate you "

There was a | ong sil ence

"I"'msorry," whispered Mark, "but | can't do any-
thing for vou "

"No." said Merki, "you can do nothing for us And

we can learn nothing fromyou The building in which
you staved was a gigantic scanner W have anal yzed
you We have read you |like a book and we do not
under stand you We have taken your machine to

pi eces—down to its conponent atoms—and put it

back together again But we cannot operate it Now,
we only want you to leave." He lifted his hand the
crowd parted, and Mark saw his time nmachi ne stand-
ing in the mdst of them

"W cannot travel in tinme/' continued Merki, "but
there are machi nes here which can bl ock off tine
fromour period to yours. W will use them when vou
are gone W have learned fromyour visit that it is
not a good thing for your kind to nmeet ours Now.

go "
Mark stepped forward as if in a dream and wal ked

to his machine down the waiting corridor of the
friendly men Wthout a word, he stepped inside it
and lifted his hand to the controls Then, sone inex-
plicable enotion made himturn, and he | ooked once
nmore at Merki, who was standing besi de hi m Be-

neath his feet, the generators began to warmup with
a hunm ng sound

"Robot," said Mark, al nost wondenngly, staring
at MerKki
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The mists of a vanishing tinme began to swirl up
bet ween them Through the haze he saw the plastic
face of the other strangely distorted.

"Don't curse ne so!" cried the Hendiv nan.
MX Knows Best
he barroom seened to tilt a little as he wal ked

The
in.

"Let's get drunk, Dugie," said Alien Mrg, clinb-
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ing onto a bar stool

"This time in the norning?" Dugie peered at him

from behind the bar, his snmooth, round, young-I| ooking
face seeming to bob like a balloon in the di mess.

"At ten AM? What kind of ar bad decision did you
get ?"

"Gve ne adrink, Dugie," said Alien. The round
face advanced and peered at him

"You been drinking it up already. Maybe | shoul d
punch for a decision on eighty-sixing you."

"Gve ne adrink,” said Alien. And then the whol e
room swung crazily, the ceiling came down in front
of his eyes and there was a bl ank space for a while.

He cane to in one of the private |ounges, and Gait
Boi ver was there.

"Feel better now?" Gait asked.
"VWhere'd you come fronP?" asked Alien
"Dugie called ne. He'd have sent you home, but he

97
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didn t know where vour apartment is Wat's all this
busi ness about an ax""

"Ax"" Wth great effort, Alien raised his head and

| ooked past Gait's long. friendly horse face to the rest
of the | ounge There was no ax in sight He let his

head drop back wearily "I nust have lost it, sone-

pl ace "

"You' re lucky Dugie s been checking One pl ace
you were in last night alnost put in a not call You
said you were going to chop up MX "

"Did P
“You did "

Si | ence descended on the | ounge After a while,
Alien said, "Connie took off "

"ChM" said Gait He had been sitting still, shaggy
and gaunt, just waiting by the side of the couch on
which Alien was stretched out

"We were kidding one night 1 said we ought to

punch for a decision before getting married She took
me up on it

"Wl P' asked Git, after a mnute

"Negative She took off No forwarding address

"When was this7" asked Gait
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Al'i en shrugged, gazing at the ceiling of the |ounge
with the bitter taste of anti-alcohol in his nmouth

"Yesterday," he said, or the night before

"Your |aw office says you haven't been down in a
week "

"Then it's a week," said Alien, expressionlessly
Gait consideied him

"Want to do sone nore drinking7

"No," said Alien "I want ny ax back "

"The man says it when he's sober

"That's right," agreed Alien "the man says it when
he's sober "

Gait reached out and gripped his shoul dei

"Hang on a little while, buddy," he ->aid "I ve got
somet hing better for you than an ax "

MX KNOWS BESI 99

It took sone twenty-eight hours, to rebuild Alien Mrg
into a fair specinen of a sober human bei ng again

Four o' clock of the follow ng afternoon found him

and Gait on Gait's airfoil platform fiving north out
of the city to see sone people

"How far is it7" asked Alien, fitting his | ean body
confortably into one of the soft chairs of the platform

"About forty mles," answered Gait, squinting at
the horizon with the bal ance wheel between his big
hands Alien | ooked at him

"How come vou never told ne about these people
bef ore7"

"Before," said Gait, "you may not have liked MX
and you may have disliked people taking its deci-
sions for gospel -but were you ready to do some-
thing aboutit7"

"No, | guess not," said Alien

"There vou are

The platformtilted and slid off in a slightly new,
more northwesterly direction

"Who are they, anyway7 Can you tell me that now7"
asked Alien

"You know them It's Jasper Aneurne, his sister
Leta and soneone el se "

Alien frowned, his thin, rather good-|ooking face
becom ng even nore intense than usual He re-
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menbered the Aneunnes They had cropped up nore

than once at parties with Gait, several years back
He had not seen them since Jasper was a silver-

hai red, upright man of the sort that seens to becone
abruptly handsonme in late niddle age Leta, who

must be a good twenty years or nore her brother's
junior, had not been unusually good-I| ooking, but
rather striking in her owmn way Alien had been en-
gaged to sone other girl—-not Connie—at that tine,

but he renenbered being strangely and al nost com
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pul sively attracted to Leta, on the few occasi ons of
their neetings. There was a sort of |onely, destined
air about her.

"How | ong," asked Alien, "have you bel onged to
this bunch?"

"Ch," said Gait. "Alnmpbst ten years."
"I'"ve known you fifteen."
Gait nodded "But it wasn't just ny secret."

"No," agreed Alien- "Still, ten years—all the while
you' ve been hacking away as a trial |awer, just like
me at ny contracts, and | never took you for a

revol utionary."

"I"'mnot," said Gait.

"Aren't you?" said Alien, and laughed a little bit-
terly. "Try to take MX fromthe people who' ve given
up nmeking up their own mnds, and see. The dope

addi ct | oves his drugs; the drinker |oves his booze."

"Say instead," said Gait, "they can't do w thout
them "

"Easy," said Git, soothingly. "Easy. It's a big prob-
lem but just a problem That's all."

"Just a probl en? How does that thing go?" de-
manded Alien. "Qur fathers in their tinme sowed drag-
on's teeth ..."

Qur children know and suffer arned nmen," fin-

i shed Gait.

They flew north and a little bit west past Scarbor-
ough. Tendal e, and Cooper's City. They passed New
Berlin and veered west again toward a little suburb
call ed Kingsdale. There they cane down on the park-
ing pad of a private living area.

The drapes were pulled back on the |iving room

beside the pad and a tall young woman with brown

hair and a slim intelligent face was waiting for them
The whispering air current of the wall cooled Alien's
face for a nonent as he stepped through the wall;
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then he was face to face with Leta Aneurine once
nor e.

"Leta," said Gait. "You renenber Alien."

"Very well," she said. She gave hima slim firm
hand and Alien found hinself holding on to it for a
short second with real thankful ness. After the desert
heat and sun of Connie, this was cool water

"l renenber too." he said.

"Then 'mflattered,” she answered, and turned to
Gait. "Jasper and Frank are in the den."

"I'l'l go talk to them" said Gait. "You stay here
with Leta, will you Alien?" And he stal ked oft, disap-
pearing through a wall of screen light in the back of
the room

"And what makes Gait bring you out at last to see
us?" asked Leta, turning back to Alien

"Well . . ." He hesitated, but her perception was
qui ck.
"Ch, | see," she said. "You' re one of our sudden

converts and | shouldn't ask. Whuld you like a drink—
even if it's just to balance politely in your hand?"

He smiled, and found his old liking for her com ng
back.

"Thanks," he said, and trailed her across the room
to a dispenser cabinet.

"What' || it be, now?" She opened the cabinet. A
conceal ed rai nbow of |ight played across the interior
and a mniature, three-dinensional representation of
his host's liquor supply revolved slowy for his in-
spection. Alien thought of the week just past with
sonmet hing i ke a shudder.

"Beer," he said, "light and cold."

"And in a stein," she said. She pressed appropriate
buttons and handed it to him taking a small gl ass of
sherry for herself.

"Who' s Frank?" he asked,
She | ed the way back to some easy chairs across
102 Gordon R Dickson

the room "Frank Canpanelli. He's our technica
expert."

"Techni cal expert?"

She smled at him "Jasper'1l tell you. And how s
busi ness in court these days?"
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"You've got ne confused with Gait. | just wite
contracts—a sort of glorified clerk." He gazed at her
curiously. "You know, | never did know what you

do. "

"I wite poetry. Don't laugh," she added gravely,
"I make a great deal of noney at it. | do graded
stories in poetic imgery for the school -age child.
How are contracts, then?"

"Fi ne."
"Then it's woman trouble."”
He started. "How do you know?"

"Way, | was born an expert, being female. And
received the normal twenty years or so of postgradu-
ate instruction customary for girls." She bit her lip.
"I'ncluding the instincts and habit of poking ny nose
into what's probably none of my business. |'msorry."

"I't's nothing." He shrugged. "W punched for a
deci sion on getting married. MX said no ... and she
took it to heart."

Leta did not answer for a second. She seenmed to be

t hi nki ng,
"You know," she said, suddenly. "If | were Frank,
or Jasper—er Git, even, | wouldn't trust you."

He was both shocked and wounded. He stared at
her in astoni shment.

"Way not ?" he chal |l enged.

"You m ght change back, just as suddenly as you
changed to." But she | ooked at him al nost appeal -
ingly as she said it, as if begging himnot to blane
her for a judgnment she couldn't help.

"What do you nean, suddenly?" he said. "Wy,
I"ve felt this way for years."

MX KNOWS BEST 103

"But you've never done anything about it unti
now. "

"What's that got to do with it?"

She made a defensive, apologetic gesture with one
hand. as if warding off a bl ow

"Wl |, perhaps |'m wong. Perhaps you're just not
a | eader.”
"And you, | see," he said harshly, "are one of those

worren with a high 10 and nothing el se, who justify
thensel ves by taking jabs at every man they cone in
contact with."
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The sudden storm of their antagoni smblew itself
out into silence. She had turned her head away, and
it was not until he got up and went around to face
her that he saw there were tears on her cheeks.

"You started it," he said.

"Yes," she said. "It's ny fault."

He woul d have taken the one step that woul d have
brought himto her, but at that nmoment Gait stuck
hi s head through the Iight wall

"Come on," he ordered, briefly; and di sappeared
again. Alien turned back to fceta and saw her using a
handker chi ef to repair damages’

"Go ahead," she said. "I'Il be along in a mnute."

Alittle reluctantly, Alien turned and went. Step-
ping through the light wall, he found hinmself in a
narrow hallway that |led to a miniature garden and

fi shpond. Beyond the garden, three nmen sat about a
table in a room

"Ch, here he is,”" (it said as Alien cane in. "Al-
i en, you know Jasper. This is Frank Canpanelli."

Frank was a dark little rubber ball of a man, about
Jasper's age, or possibly younger; Leta's brother did
not | ook his years. Now he nodded his silver hair at
Alien. "Hello, Alien."

"Hell o," answered Alien. He shook hands with Frank
Canpanel li, who had risen fromhis seat and cx-
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tended a hand as stubby and firmas the rest of his
body.

"Sit down," said Jasper. "Alien, Gait knows you
wel | and of course |'ve net you a nunmber of tines.
But you're a conplete stranger to Frank. Mnd if he
asks a few questions?"

"Charge ahead," said Aien
"What're you after?" asked Frank

The question was so abrupt as to be di scourteous,
and the short nman nmade no attenpt to soften it,

ei ther by manner or phrasing. Alien took his time
about lighting a cigarette.

"I"d like to put MX out of business," he said
"How |l ong do you think you'll feel that way?"

"Until MX is out of business,” said Alien. "Look

here—

"Why do you think it ought to be put out of
busi ness?"
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"Because ninety percent of the human race has

|l ost the guts to make up their own mnds for them
selves," said Alien. "Way do you think it ought to be
put out of business?"

"We'll get to ne later," said Frank. "How do you
think we ought to go about doing it?"

"Well," said Alien, "I was going to try it with an
ax. Maybe you' ve got a better idea. Have you?"

Frank didn't answer him He turned to Jasper.

"I don't like it," he said. "I don't like anything
about it. People who heat up fast can cool off fast."

"Frank," replied Jasper, calmy, "Git tells us Al -
ien here's been ten years coning to this."

"Why didn't he cone sooner?"

"You can't have it both ways, Frank," said Jasper
"Either Alien's too fast to anger, or too slow, but not
both. For ny part"—he gave Alien a friendly smle—=
think he's just about right in matter of speed.”

"Why," asked Alien softly, "all the fuss?"
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"Because," snapped Frank, turning on him "this is
no ganme. This is serious business—

"Ch, there you are, Leta," interrupted Jasper. "Cone
in and sit down with us. You renmenber Alien Mrg,
don't you?"

"I'"ve just been talking to him" she said, taking
one of the chairs at the table. "And | see Frank's been
talking at him"

"Seriously, though," went on Jasper, quickly, be-
fore Frank could open his nouth again, "Frank is

quite right. Mst people have no idea what's been
done to MX and what it's done to people.”

"I can see what it's done to people," said Alien,

unabl e to keep his eyes fromstraying to Leta. She sat
with her eyes on her brother, a little abstracted, as if
listening partially to her own inner thought, and did
not glance at Alien

"But do you realize the degree of it?" asked Jasper
leaning a little forward across the table. "Do you
realize howit's become sonething that strikes at the
very heart of the concept of individual freedon? The
very thing that nakes an individual in our society is
his ability and preference for naking his own de-
cisions."

The silver-haired man's tone of voice was demand-
ing inits claimupon Alien's attention. Reluctantly,
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he withdrew his eyes fromLeta and | ooked at her
br ot her.

"l know that,'
obvi ous. "

he said. "Doesn't everybody? It's

"Cbvi ous, but how nmany people take it for granted

j ust because of that? You know, the theory behind

MX was a fine one. Renenber reading about it in
school ? A nmaster device, a joining of the census re-
cords with the economc integration conputer and

the new-they were new t hen—psychol ogi ¢ conpu-

tation nethods. Al in one nachine. A public service.
Code your nane and what ot her personal i nforma-
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tion MX requested and ask your question. 'Should '
buy nyself a new living area now, or next year? MX
i ntegrated the problem and came up with an answer
to the best of its ability."

"To i he best of its ability!" echoed Alien, alittle
bitterly.

"Exactly—to the best ot its ability." Jasper's eyes
gl eaned darkly in his face under the silver hair.
"That was the theory; ninety percent correct, ninety
percent of the tine, for ninety percent of the cases
concerned. There, you see, was the illusion of free-
dom No one, of course, would conmmit his life to the
deci si ons of a machi ne which was only ninety per-
cent accurate. O so they thought. They forgot the
per ni ci ousness of habit—ef the habit of having deci-
sions nmade for you."

"The point is," said Gait, "people have been com
forting thenselves with a sense of freedom from MX
that doesn't actually exist. As a practical matter,
Alien, not ninety, but alnost a hunded percent of the
peopl e use and obey MX a hundred percent of the
time."

"Is it really that nuch?" asked Alien
"That nuch."
"But the bad decisions—

"They' re expl ai ned away," said Jasper. "Wat does
a man say when a decision turns out bad—say MX
decides in favor of a man buying a platform now,
instead of later? And the next day, with the new
platform he has an accident."”

Al i en nodded.

"I know," he said. "He says that maybe the com
putation figured a nore serious accident if the ma-
chine was gotten later, or some such excuse."

"That's it!" The eyes in Gait's long face seened to
pounce |ike a hawk. "Maybe MX knows best!"
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There was a little silence.

"A new god," said Alien, thoughtfully.

MX KNOWNS BEST 107

"A new god," said Gait. "And a jeal ous god."

Leta got up fromher chair. Qutside, in the garden
the Iight was fading.

"Time for dinner," she said. "I'll go see about it."
She | ooked across the table into Alien's eyes. "You'l
be staying for the evening."

"Thank you," said Alien, and watched her |eave

the room

After dinner, he managed to corner her on a little

bal cony overl ooki ng that same garden with the fish-
pond. He felt a strange necessity to talk to her fur-
ther, to understand her. It was as if an entirely new
sort of curiosity had laid hold of him and grew with
the mounting intimacy of their talKk.

"Tell me one thing," he asked, after a while. "Are
you in this because of your brother, or because you
feel strongly about MX, yoursel f?"

She | ooked up at his face in the dimlight of the
shadowed bal cony.

"Because | feel strongly about MX;" she said

"l see," he answered. He was oddly di sappointed
and she sensed it.

"You don't like fanatic females, is that it?" The
tone was light, but it quavered betrayingly on the

| ast word. He | ooked down at her, and all at once her
hel pl essness reached through to him here, he felt

fl ooded with tenderness toward her.

"You're not a fanatic female," he said.

Suddenly, |ike soneone who at |ast surrenders com
pl etely, she | eaned against him He put his arns
around her. She nmurnured agai nst himand he felt
the warnmth of her breath through his shirt.

"I don't know ... | don't know . she whi sper ed.
"I know this is right, but I want to live a normal life,
too."

He put his head down to kiss her, but she avoided
hi m
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"No. Please don't," she nmurnured. "Please."
"Wy not ?"

"It's just that it's too soon yet. | couldn't help
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t hi nki ng of you as on the rebound."
"You don't trust nme," he said, bitterly.

She didn't answer. He put a finger under her chin
and forced it upward so that she had to look at him

"You don't trust ne," he repeated.
Her face showed the pain in her.

"Ch, Alien!" she said, mserably. Brutally, he let
her go and stepped away.

"Wait, Alien!" she cried behind him "I don't care
about ne. It's Jasper and the others."

"Why, " he demanded, turning back, "what do you
think I'd do to then? Snitch to MX on t henf"

She did not answer. Wth a sudden sense of fury
and shock, he stared at her.

"You do think that'"

"Ch, Alien! Alien, darling"—she reached out to him
but he stepped back fromher—it's just that you
aren't settled, you aren't stable . "

But he was burning with anger and deternined to
puni sh her.

"Thanks for letting me know about it," he said,
and |l eft her.

He managed to cooi down as he returned through the
several roons and hallways that separated himfrom
the sitting roomwhere the others were having their
after-dinner coffee. But it seemed he cane in on an
argunent here. too; the voices of Gait and Frank
ceased abruptly as he entered; and all three nen

| ooked up at himfromtheir chairs with the afterwash
of strained enotion on their faces.

"What's up?" he asked, taking a cup of coffee from
the di spenser and sitting down in a chair that was
grouped with theirs-
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"Nothing," said Gait, tightly. "Frank thinks we're
going a little too fast with you, that's all."

Alien net the other man's dark, hard eyes.
"That's his privilege," he said |lightly.

"Perhaps," said Gait, his tone snoothing out. "At
any rate, it's beside the point, because Jasper and
outvoted him Now, Alien, | want you to listen with
an open mnd to what Jasper and Frank have to tel
you, because it's the result of years of work."
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Alien looked at hima little curiously, but Gait's
|l ong face was heavy with seriousness.

"Go ahead," said Alien, nodding.

Jasper cleared his throat, and Alien turned to | ook
at him The tension, the very feverishness that had
been in the silver-haired nan was gone. He spoke
with the easiness of an experienced professor ad-

? dressing his sem nar

"I"'mthe social expert in this business, Aien," he
said. "lIt's been ny job to study and understand al

the change and effect which MX has caused in our

human society during the last fifty years."” He put his
coffee cup down on the armof his chair and | eaned

f orwar d.

"You know'—he tapped with one slimfinger on

the armof the chair—after the | ast shouting and
drum pl ayi ng was over that celebrated the uniting of
this world into a single social unit, the problens
really cane al ong. Personal problens, Alien. People
were unsure of how they were supposed to act and
react in this new world they suddenly had. And that's
what MX grew out of —a sort of super-advisory ser-
vice that was set up at that tinme."

Alien frowned

"It's a fact." Jasper nodded enphatically. "There
actually was a bureau with branches in every com
munity to answer questions; you can look it up for
yourself in the history books if you want to. Anvwav,
of course it got nore and nore mechani zed, or
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automationi zed. if you like that word better, unti
they finally conceived of MX as a final answer to the
problem You know the rest of it—how people be-

came nore and nore dependent on it. But what

nmost people don't realize is the logical basis for the
devel opnent . "

"Logi c?" echoed Alien. "I don't see any logic in it
at all. It's just plain nmental |aziness.”

"No, no," said Jasper, quite earnestly. "There's the-
habit angle, to be sure, but there had to be sone-
thing beneath and before that. There's a strong, orig-
inal, logical reason for a man trusting MX's deci sions
instead of his owm. It's this same business of percent-
ages. MX, a man knows, is right ninety percent of the
time, on the average. And he asks hinmself if he can

do as well on his own. Usually, he believes he can't."”

Alien frowned again. "But it's a ganble," he said
"Anyone knows that. You night believe that and stil
happen to fall into the ten percent bad answer sec-
tion regularly."
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Jasper nodded.

"Yes," he said. "But still, that's the logic we're up
against. And on its own ground it's unbeatable, be-
cause it presupposes infallibility on MX's part. In
other words, that ninety percent is sonething every-
body thinks they can count on. But if we can destroy
that faith, and replace it with a healthy attitude of
doubt, we'll have people regaining their enotiona
integrity and their empotional bal ance.”

"Cl ear enough." Alien | ooked across at him "How
do we go about iit?"

Jasper smiled calmy

"We're going to gimmck MX," he said. "W're

going to cheat mpbst outrageously in a good cause to
rem nd people that a machi ne—even a machine |ike
MX—an be taken advantage of by a human bei ng.

Peopl e are going to start getting sonme surprising
answers to their questions, answers that will turn
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out to be dead wong. And sonetinme after that our
gi mmicks will be discovered."

Alien was slightly puzzl ed.
"Sorry," he said, "but | don't see—*

"Why," said Gait, "a man who has been awakened

to the possibility that MX can be gi mm cked, will
have a job on his hands recovering his blind faith in
it. He'll say to hinself, sure, they found thai gim
m ck, but suppose there's others they haven't found?
Suppose sonebody's rigged it somehow, sonepl ace

el se, for his own advantage?"

"Ah," said Alien, slowy. "I see."

"Yes." Jasper nodded at him "Sinple, crude, and
effective."

"How s it to be done?"

Jasper did not answer. He turned his head to | ook
at the short man, his friend.

"Frank . . ." he said.

Frank | ooked back at him stonily.

"He could be the death of all of us," Frank said.
"W settled that," said Gait, a little sharply.
Alien felt anger stir in hint-~

"Just what do you mean?" he' demanded. "I could
be the death of all of you?"

"Alien, no offensc neant." Jasper spoke quickly,

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (81 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:06 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt

soot hingly- "You just don't know MX as well as we
do."

"What's MX got to do with ny giving you away?"

"Il tell you!" Frank broke in with sudden sav-
agery. "MX has the necessary parts to kill us off if it
finds out about us'"

Alien stared at him
"What kind of a bogeyman tale is this?"

"Bogeyman!" said Frank, and all but turned his
back on themin disgust.

"No, Alien, it's true," said Gait. "Te!l him Frank."
"Listen," said Frank, turning back, "this 's ny
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field; I know. Wat the nen who set up MX want ed

inthe first place was a device to reckon the probabil -
ity of one human action succeedi ng over another.

Just that. They couldn't build an actual predicting
machi ne for two reasons. One, nothing human hands

could build and human ni nds concei ve coul d possi -

bly take all the factors into account. Two, there was

al ways the possibility that sone of the factors sup-
plied to their device would be false, or falsely stated."

"All right." Alien was detern ned he woul d not
back down an inch. He faced the shorter man. "Wat
of it?"

"What of it? That's what MX was—ust a probabil -

ity computer- But then the human factor cane into
it. The nore people | eaned on MX decisions in their
daily life, the nore they wanted it to be nore accu-
rate, nore omi potent, nore godlike. And then the
changes began."

"What changes?"

"There've been a ot of them" grow ed Frank. "But
there's only two that did real damage. Twenty-three
years ago, what was called a bal ance factor got added
And ni ne years ago sonething called an inpl enent a-
tion circuit."”

He glared at Alien

"The bal ance factor was an el enent added t hat

all oned MX to conpensate for the psychol ogi cal pro-
file of the person asking the question. It could com
pensate in the direction of what it assessed to be the
real desire and good of the questioner. The inple-
mentation circuit— suppose even you know t hat

nmost of our transportation devices, |arge production
units, and automatic nmachinery are directed by MX?

"l knew sone were . said Alien
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"Almost all. Al right, this inplenmentation circuit
allows MX to make use of all the nmechanical facili-
ties it controls to inplement its own decisions. And
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finally, in order to nake this addition workable, it
was necessary to add one thing that should never
have been built into MX. "

"What ?"

"A desire circuit." Frank |looked at himwith grim
triunmph. "MX was furnished with the need to try
and make its decisions work out."

For sone reason this statenent was apparently
expected to be a bombshell. Alien was nerely puzzl ed.

"I don't get it," he said.

"You should," replied Frank. "It nmeans we're all
living under the thunb of a machi ne whose prine
purpose is to have the world run in accordance with
its own decisions."

Alien stared.

"VWhat it neans for us," added Gait, |eaning for-
ward, "is that MX will fight back at any attenpts to
damage it, or its prestige.”

Alien sat back. Slowy he relaxed, and smled a
little, in spite of hinself.

"Ch, now | —= he began-
"It's the truth,” interrupted Gait.

"A machine can't be inimcal."” Aien | ooked at
Gait. "It can't deliberately try to hurt you."

"How about an aerial torpedo with a seeker circuit
that hunts down its target?"

"But the initial impulse had to come froma hu-
man deci si on—=

"So," broke in Frank, "did the inplenentation fac-
tor, with its desire circuit- That was MX's ori gi nal
i mpul se. "

"Believe us, Alien," said Gait. "This is fact."

"How do you know it all?" demanded Alien. There
was a little silence-

At last, Frank said harshly, "I designed the inple-
mentation circuit."

Alien | ooked at him But the short man's face was
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a mask of anger that bl ocked off any urge to symnpa-
thy. Alien sighed.

"All right," he said. "I believe you. Now what?
How do you keep safe fromiP

"A mechani cal device," said Jasper, "has its |im-
tations. It may be able to respond to an actual threat,
but it can't respond to a threat that's unexpressed."

"And the sense organs of MX are the coder pan-

els," said Gait. "Unless informati on reaches it through
t hat -about us. for exanple—t hasn't any way of

knowi ng we' re dangerous to it."

"Then it's sinple," said Alien. "Don't use the
panel s. "

"Exactly," said Jasper. "l haven't used them for
fourteen years, Frank for just about as long, and Gait
for eleven. And you nustn't either, Alien."

"I?" Alien sniled. "MX doesn't know | know you,
or anything about this."

Jasper shook his head.

"Have you any idea how many factors it's possible
for MK to take into account in making a decision?"
he asked.

"No idea," replied Alien, checrfuliv

"Well, it's sonething over half a mllion. Al the
years we've been keeping scrupul ously away from
the coder panels, we've still had to report on the

census, pay our taxes, nmke purchases in the food
and shopping centers, and nmi ntain bank accounts.

MX has years of information on us, lying |like un-
fused dynamite in the code punches on our cards and
waiting for the one pertinent fact that will show us
up for the threat we are to its existence-"

"But what could it tell fromme?" asked Alien

"W don't know," said Gait. "But the chance is too
riskv to take. Leave the panels alone, Alien. You
don't need them anyway."

"No." Alien sighed. "That's true." He brightened
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up. "Well, how about the rest of this? How about the
gi mm ck?"

The other two nen turned to Frank, who | ooked at
them for a second, his dark eyes unnovi ng.

"No!'" he said.
The word dropped |ike a stone into the pool of

waiting silence, sending little rings of enotion rip-
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pling through the others.
"No!" echoed Jasper. "Wy not ?"

"Because it's too soon," said Frank. "I just net this
man today. Let himwait for the details."

"I told you." said Gait, in the patient tones of a

man who i s repeating what he has al ready repeated

many tines before, "that | know him That | trust

him That | vouch for him Al so, we need hi mHAot in

a few days, but right now Things are al nost finished."

"No, " repeated Frank

"Franks' —Jasper's voi ce brought the short man's
head around—you're wong. You're usually right

to be cautious, but this time you're wong. If you
won't tell him [/ will."

"Then | wash ny hands.of it." Frank stood up

abruptly and, turning his back, strode across the
roomto rip back the drape hanging in front of the air
wal | . Beyond, the night sky and a full yell ow noon,
early and enornous just above the treetops, |ooked

in on them Frank stood, |legs spread a little apart,
staring out at it and not noving.

"Alien . . ." said Jasper, gently, and Alien turned
his attention back to the silver-haired nan, who
opened a drawer in the armof his chair and took out

a tiny, dark object, like a mniature condenser, which
he handed to Alien. Alien took it curiously, examn-
ing the small, black central body from which two

short wires sprouted.

"There's only one part of itself where MX woul dn't
be aware of sonmeone working on it." said Jasper
"and that's the coder panels thensel ves. They're eas-
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ity opened with a repairman's key. and in about forty
seconds a trained man can open one, attach that

little object you re holding, and recl ose the panel

The spot where it attaches and its design make it

al most i ndi stinguishable fromthe ordinary factory
assenbly of a coder's innards. Even a trained repair-
man woul d have to be looking for it, to find it once it
was attached. "

"That's what you want ne for?" asked Alien

"We're about ready to start adding these things to
the coder panel s—Aot just here, but the world over

W' ve been naking them by hand for eight years

now, in thousands of little groups like this one. Now,
we need every pair of hands we can get."

"What does it do?" asked Alien
"It distorts the infornmation coded on the panel

MX will receive false information from anyone using
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the coder; as aresult, it will hand out a fal se decision."
Al i en nodded.

"l see," he said, slowy. "Yes, | see." H's hand

closed tightly over the little object, and slowy, he
nodded.

There was a chance before Gait and Alien left that
evening for Alien to snatch a few free ninutes. Once
nmore he went in search of Leta, and discovered her,
finally, in her own room She was dressed for bed

and sitting on the railing of a small terrace outside
her room gazing at the sane noon that had pro-

vided a focus for Frank's attention a short while
earlier in the sitting room Against the nmoonlight, in
the filnmy night-dress, she | ooked |ike sone sad figure
out of an old painting, all black and silvery gray.
Wth a rush, all the hard enotions flowed out of

Alien, like water froma broken cup, and he al nost
groped his way across the roomtoward her

"Leta . he sai d.
She rose and clung to him For a mnute, thev said
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not hing, just held on to each other. After a little
whil e, he begged her to cone away with him

" you don't want this. It isn't your life."

She pressed herself tightly agalnst hi m

"But it is," she said. "You can't live with sone-
thing for fifteen years like this and not have it be
vour life.™

"That's not true," he answered. "It was Jasper's
choi ce, but not yours. You didn't pick this."

"That doesn't nake any difference."

"You want to come with me, don't you?"

“Ch, | don't know" she cried. "I don't know"
"Yes, you do."

She rai sed her face to | ook at him

"Woul d you run out. Alien?"

"I?" he said, surprised. "But | don't nean that you

should run out. Al | nean is for you to cone away
fromhere to where you can | ead your own life. I'm
goi ng through with this, of course. | want to."
"But you want ne, too," she said.

"Wl |, why not?" he denanded. "Is there any rea-

son why | can't have both?" #

There was a noi se fromthe doorway of the bed-
room They turned. Frank stood just inside the shadow
of the aperture, his face in shadow.
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"Jasper wants to see you, Leta," he said. Hi s voice
was perfectly even

"Ch— she gasped. "Excuse ne." She turned and
went swiftly out the door. Frank stepped aside to |et
her pass. Then he wal ked toward Alien

"You needn't apol ogize," Alien said grimy.

"I wasn't going to." Frank had enmerged into the
nmoonl i ght on the terrace- He | ooked upward at Al -
ien's face. "Leave Leta alone," he said.

Alien considered him "Wy?"

"A nunber of reasons." Frank's noonlight-pale face
had no expression. "The best is that | know you by
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reputati on—from Gait and others. You can't be
trusted."

Alien felt the famliar stir of anger, boiling |ike
sone slow. heavy liquid inside him

"Can't be trusted . . . how?" he asked, softly.

"I'n any way," answered Frank, quite calmy. "That

was why | didn't want to tell you about the gim

m cks downstairs. You're not the nan to belong to

an organi zation, Mrg. You' re an egoist; and you'l

put yourself first. You'd betray any of us—alt of us—f
the choice was right."

"And you," replied Alien, brutally, "are in | ove
with Leta."

Frank did not stir, or change his unnoving coun-
t enance.

"Of course," he said. "But that doesn't conme into
it."
"I think it does.™

"What you think," went on Frank, easily, "is of no

i nportance whatsoever. |'ve been forced into risking
my life and my work on you. | won't risk the lives of
the people | love. And if you keep after Leta, the
time'll come when you'll put the rest of us on the
auction block to buy what you want with her."

Alien grinned with rage. He was seething up inside
into boiling fury.

"So what ?" he asked.

"So stay away from her," continued Frank. "If you
don't, I'Il kill you." He reached into his shirt, took
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hi s hand out again, and there was a small, snapping
sound. The long, thin blade of a knife displayed itself
in the noonlight. Alien made an involuntary little
sound and took a step backward. "Ch, not with this

and not now," said Frank. "1 just wanted to show
you | meant what | said. | will kill you, one way or
another, even if it costs ne ny own life for doing it."
He folded the knife and put it back into his shirt.

"Gait's waiting for you at the pad," he said.
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He turned and left. Alien stared after his small,
bl ocky figure as it di sappeared down the hall. After a
monent, he foll owed.

Gait was waiting for him at the |anding pad.

"Ch, here vou are," he said, alittle inpatiently, as
if he had been waiting for sone line. "Cone on. It's
| ate enough already and | have to be in court early
tonorrow. "

He led the way to the platform and they took off.

It was a quiet ride back to the city. Alien was think-
ing, and Gait evidently had his mnd on the case he
was to plead the next day. Wen they reached the

city transportation center and left the platformfor
separate cabs. Alien, instead of going directly hone
to his apartnment, rode to a little nei ghborhood bar
for a cup of coffee.

He was in an incredibly disturbed state of mind.

Great rewards and great penalties juggled thensel ves
in his mnd. On the surface, it was fantastic that he
should feel this deeply about a situation into which
he had rather unwillingly fallen. But there was Leta.
who had so strangely and so qui ckly reached through
to him and for whomhe felt what he was convinced
was, for the first tine, a real and actual |ove

The short, thick-bodied Frank Canpanelli, on the

other hand . . , The sharp crystals of a genuine ha-
tred were growing in the nutrient solution of Alien's
resentnment toward the man. The two enotions built

on each other, even while Alien cautioned hinself to
go slowy, go carefully, so as not to be swept away by
the swift current of his own turbul ent feelings.

In his mind he resolved a cold, analytical appraisa

of the situation. Leta was the product of her environ-
ment. Fifteen years of devotion to a comon purpose
had bonded their two |ives together. There seemned

no way to destroy that bond wi thout destroying at
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| east one of the parties to it, and Alien—he thought
to hinself with a touch of self-righteousness—unlike
Frank, could not seriously consider nurdering an-

ot her man.
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Alien shoved his coffee cup angrily fromhim He
was furious at the particularly self-defeating struc-
ture of the problem On the one hand, Leta; on the

other, Frank. And over all, the |loom ng greatness of
the job of sabotage they were all committed to,
t oget her.

Li ke a sharp breaking-in of light on sone dark

pl ace, the answer dissolved the obscurity of the situ-
ation. O course! Once the sabotage had been com
mtted, once their work had been discovered in
mllions of coder panels and the general popul ation
had begun to wonder how | ong they had been there,
had begun to question and doubt MX, specul ating on
whet her there might still be other, nore secret gim
m cks concealed in it—then there would be no nore
work to link Frank and Leta together. Then Alien
woul d face no nore problem

O woul d he? The sudden doubt sprang thornily

upright in his mnd. Fifteen years were a great nany
years to live and work together. How strong could

the habit of association grow, nourished by the w n-
ters, springs, and sumrers of all those years? After
the job was done, would the ghost of it still stand in
the nmoonlight, a knife inits hand, barring Alien's
way to Leta?

There was a coder panel in a booth across the room
Alien hal f-rose before he renenbered, and sat down
with a curse on his tongue. O course, he couldn't use
it now But this was exactly the kind of question that
MX was set up so beautifully to render a decision on
Di sgustedly, Alien reached for his coffee cup, saw
what he was about to do, and changed the notion of

his hand to punch for a drink
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Yest erday he had thought that he woul d never be

able to |l ook at an al coholic beverage wi th enjoynent
again. But the Scotch and soda he punched for tasted
clean and conforting when it cane. And the quick
glow, followi ng shortly after it was down, took the
unyi el di ng edge of f his di sappoi nt nent.

He ordered another and sipped it. Already his mind
was bouncing back fromthe bl ock of the prohibition
he had agreed to. To be sure, only a fool would do
what he had al nrost done—go up, punch out the
problem giving his own name, Leta's and Frank's,
and request a decision on the possibility of what he
wi shed. But MX had been set up to handle theoreti-
cal problens, too. And what coul d be dangerous

about a theoretical problem posed by an anonynous
questi oner?

How to phrase it? Alien revolved ideas in his mnd,
finished his drink and punched another. Then, with

this half-conpleted, he got up and went over to the
boot h housi ng the coder panel
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Theoretical, he coded on the sinple keyboard all
children | earned in school nowadays. Then he stated
the problemin general terms, giving fictitious nanes
for himself, Leta, and Frank.

MX was sl ow answering, slower than he ever re-
menbered it being. And then, when the panel above
the keyboard did |ight up, the words upon it were
not what he had expect ed.

Questioner to furnish additional data on these two addi -
tional points.

1. What is the nature of the work on which the ol der
man and the girl have been engaged for the fifteen
years stated?

2. Did the younger man referred to cease rel ation-
ships recently with another girl or wonan not
mentioned, as a result of a decision by MX?

122 CGordon R Di ckwn

For a few seconds, Alien did not nove. Then, very
quietly, leaving the questions still on the screen, he
st epped back and out of the booth. Quietly, he closed
the door, and quietly, he wal ked out of the bar. In-
stinctively, his legs took himat a fast pace away
down the nighttime street.

So, MX perhaps had been able to guess his identity
fromthe situation in his questions. Wo woul d have
thought its know edge and its systemto be so fantas-
tically extensive? But that would be the nost it could
do. There had been no clue to Leta or Frank in what

he said. As far as MX could know, they m ght be any
two people, any two people anywhere in the world.
Certainly there could be no record of them anbng

the list of people MX woul d have of those whom he

had had dealings with before.

As he went honeward, his spirits started to rise

and after a while he found hinmself whistling. Wat he
needed, he told hinself firmy, was a good night's
sleep. In the norning, things would be different.

But MX was a tireless creature, and under the desire
circuit it was not created to | eave a probl em unsol ved
Cick, click, click, went MX. In the endless cells and
banks of its structure, little lights glowed, little im
pul ses of current shot through. The probl em was
investigated, a picture built, an answer found.

Froma slot in a pane! overlooking a desk where a

light glowed, five cards shot out to a wire basket.

The bottom one gl anced of f an edge of the basket and

all five slid out to lie under the soft glow of the Iight
above.

In a couple of widely separated apartnments in the
city outside, wiring shorted and slow fires began to
snol der behi nd bedroom walls. And northwest of

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (90 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:06 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt

the city, a great automatic freight transport subtly
altered its blind, obedient course through the skies,
so aimng itself toward a living area in a small sub-

MX KNOWS BEST 123

urb called Kingsdale. Its speed when it hit would be
upwar ds of eight hundred mles an hour.

And under the light, the first five cards lay to-
gether on the table ma little heap

Morg, Janes Alien. CANCELLED

Bol ver, Gait Wnton Harvey. CANCELLED
Aneur ne, Jasper Renee. CANCELLED
Aneurine, Leia Mane. CANCELLED
Canpanel h. Frank Thonmas. CANCELLED

The Quarry
fATJe went in under here," said the older of the
JL JLtwo boys. "I saw him"

"He couldn't get under a rock like that, Jix," the
other said. "He's too big."

"But he's awful skinny," said Jix. "Raby, you go
around the other side and I1'Il call him If he cones
out your way, you hold himuntil | get there." Raby
went off, and Jix bent down the opening. "M. John-
son!" he called. "Conme on out, M. Johnson! It's only
us."

Under the rock WIIliam Johnson tw tched convul -

sively and squirnmed deeper into the nold-snelling

earth. He pressed his nouth to it, its grittiness against
his teeth, to hide the sound of his breathing. Hol -

| oned and drawn out between earth and rock, Jix's

voi ce reached down to hi m again.

"M . Johnson, you conme out now. If you don't
come out, I'Il have to cone in and get you."

WIlliamdid not nove. Then, after a |long, breath-
hel d nonent, he heard the rattle and scrape of a
body craw i ng toward hi munder the rock. He nmade

a hi gh, squeaking sound in his throat and suddenly
threw hinself away fromthe approachi ng sound,

124
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scrabbling back and up through the | oose earth to

the far underside of the rock. The Iight of day broke
suddenly in on him and he saw the far overhangi ng
edge of the rock. Then he was out fromunder it, into
the grass and the sun. He jerked to his feet, ready to
run, and then two slimarns caught and held him

"Jix!" cried the voice of Raby, triunphant. "I got
him | got himherel"
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There was the sound from under the rock behind

hi mand a second later Jix canme around to stand

bef ore Johnson. Dirt had refused to cling to Jix's

shi mering shorts and tunic. He stood in front of
WIlliam his head about shoul der-high on the nan,

his face as beautiful as a profile on a caneo, sad and
concer ned.

"M . Johnson." he said, "why do you run off |ike
that?' Don't you know how easy it is for you to get
hurt? We've told you and told you, M. Johnson."

WIlliamdid not answer. He whinpered and strug-
gled ineffectually in Raby's grasp

"What' || we do, Jix?" asked Raby. "He's all ex-
cited, and he's going to hurt hinself if he doesn't
stop fighting."

"I think he wants to get back under the rock," said
Jix. "Let's take himaway to where there's nothing
for himto crawl under. Then nmaybe he'll relax."

He led off. Raby followed, holding WIlliams arms

and pushing himalong. As they went, Wlliams re-
sistance slowy nelted. He ceased to fight against
Raby's urging and the tension went out of his arns.
After a little while the younger boy |et himgo and he
trudged along with themwith his head bowed, his

gray hair falling forward over his gaunt, youngi sh-

| ooking face and his arns in their iridescent sleeves—
he was dressed in the same fashion as Jix and Raby—
swinging linmply on either side.

126 Gordon R Dickson

They had been on the side of a stone-tunbled hill,

just below its peak. This peak they went up and over
now, and down the far side onto a snooth falling-

away of land, so carpeted with fine grass that it
seened al nost parklike. In the nearer distance was a
great, abrupt hole several acres in area, with a glinpse
of vertical sides of white rock. Beyond this were the
hazy bl ue shoul ders of the foothills to the nobuntains,
and here and there anongst thema flash or hint of
bright color that gave no clue to its shape or purpose
i n being.

They went on until they reached the snooth | awn-

| evel grass beside the quarry; and there the two boys
sat down, pulling WIliamdown with them They sat
cross-legged like Indians in a rough circle.

Wlliams eyes, for all that his body was | oose again,
were still abstract and wild. They stared away at the
foothills; and slowy two tears fornmed in them welled
up and began to streak their way down his holl ow
cheeks.

"Home— he said suddenly, brokenly, "home—

Ji x reached over and rhythmically, slowy, sooth-
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ingly, rubbed WIlliam s near shoul der

"Now. M. Johnson," he said, "you know you can't
go hone. You can only go forward in tine, not back
We told you and told you," he al nbst chanted the
words, matching the rhythm of his moving hand,
"and told you you can't go back."

Wl liam put his head down and sobbed.

"Now. M. Johnson," said Jix, "it's really no use
getting all unhappy. If you'll just |ook up and around
you, you'll see all sorts of things to feel good about.

See how the foothills seemto go right up into the air
i ke towers—+ook, M. Johnson." Slowy, as if unwill-
ingly, the man raised his head and turned it toward
the foothills. "That darker blue behind them that
haze, that's really the nountains, only the humdi-
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ty's up and we've got a tenperature inversion back a
ways. Isn't that sonething to see, M. Johnson?"

Wl liamswall owed, |ooking off in the direction
i ndi cat ed.

"And |l ook at this," broke in Raby. plucking a sin-
gle bl ade of grass and holding it up before his face,
"l ook at this, M. Johnson. See how fine and sharp
the lines are. So beautiful. And all conplete and
whole in one little piece. Doesn't that nake you

happy?"

Suddenly, WIIiam knocked the hand hol di ng the
bl ade of grass aside.

“No!" he cried. "No!"

"Pl ease, M. Johnson," said Jix, now rubbing his

hand soot hingly up and down the sharp adult spine.

"Try just alittle bit to like things. You'll feel a |ot
better if you do. It's nice here, but you won't | et
yourself like it."

"It's not!" WIIiam snapped his head back and
forth, glaring first in one young face and then in the
other. "Not |ike home!"

"But you can't go home," said Raby. "And it really
wasn't very nice back then, M.'Johnson, you know
that as well as we do, but you won't admit it. It was

dirty, and people were sick all the tine, now wasn't
it?"

"No!" exploded Wlliam "It was fine, and plain

and natural —= He sobbed again, suddenly. "There

were people you could talk to. Plain people, who
liked ordinary things and lived in real houses- They

ate real food—real, cooked food."

"You can have anything you want to eat, M. John-
son," said Jix- "We'll get it right now for you." ,
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"l don't want your food!" cried WIIliam desper-
ately. "It isn't real! It isn't honest."

"Wiy, yes it is," said Jix. "Now, you know that;
too, M. Johnson. It's just as real as the food you
used to get by killing animal s and cooking up plants.

128
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It's just nmade out of the essential raw material s,
that's all."

"I say it's fake!™ WIlliamjerked about on the grass
between themas if he would get up and run, but did
not do so. "It's not right." He whinpered, dropping
his voice and head. "It's not right," he whispered to
the grass between his spread legs. He lifted his head-
"All right," he said defiantly. "Make ne eat it."

"M . Johnson," said Raby, "we couldn't do a thing
like that. Could we, Jix?"

"Not unless M. Johnson really wants us to," said
Jix, firmy. "And we know he doesn't."

W liam brought his face around slowy to sneer in
the face of the ol der boy-

"Ch, you're sure about that, are you?" he said,

softly. "You're so sure.” Jix did not pull his face back
or alter his expression as the man's hot breath fanned
his eyel ashes. "You're so sure you know what | really
want, and you try so hard to give it to ne, don't you?
And why? Why?"

"W feel sorry for you, M. Johnson," said Jix.
"I'"d bet you do. I'll—ust—bet—you—do." WIIliam
pushed hinsel f suddenly forward and onto his knees,
so that he kneel ed before Jix | oom ng over him "Do

you know what | an?" he said softly. "I'ma physi-
cist, a research physicist. |I've got four degrees, do
you know that? Four college degrees! |'ve got a

mllion-dollar appropriation to do whatever | want—
and | did sonmething with it nobody ever did before,
sonet hi ng nobody was ever intelligent enough and
skillful enough, and trained enough to do before.
traveled into the future, into the far future. That's
the kind of man I am™"

"W know, M. Johnson," said Raby, from behind
him "You told us, you know, lots of tines."

"Then what're we sitting here for?" cried WIliam
sitting back on his knees and | ooking fromone to the
other. "Where are the nen who ought to be talking
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to me? Where are the scientists? Wiere are the histo-

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (94 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:06 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt
rians? Were are the institutes?"

"There aren't any, M. Johnson," said Jix. "Every-
body told you that. Not the way you think. Every-
body knows all about those things you know, but
they're too busy to bother with them™

"Busy? Busy at what?" cried WIIliam

"W told you and told you, M. Johnson," said

Raby, patiently, "that it's no use your trying to make
us tell you, because there isn't any |anguage for ex-
pl ai ni ng what people do. You've just got to under-
stand. "

"Try me. Make ne understand.”

"But you can't," said Raby. "You weren't bred to
understand. It took generations and generations of
gene sel ection and crossing to evol ve peopl e who
coul d understand. That's why the grownups don't
have anything to talk to you about."

"Then why do you two talk to nme?" WIliam
clenched his fists. "Wy you?"

"But we're just children, M. Johnson."

"Children!™ WIlliam s voice broke on a fresh sob

"Cal |l yourselves children! Ch, no. Children are little
and not strong. You show themthings. Children be-
lieve you. You? Children?"

"But we are," said Jix, calmy.

"No. you're not." WIIliamstraightened up, star-

ing at them "Children? You' re nonsters. Mnsters
stronger than | am Monsters who know everyt hi ng,

who can do anything, who haven't a shred of natura
feeling. Children? Children laugh. Children cry. You
don't |augh or cry, either one of you. You don't hate.
You don't |ove."

"M . Johnson!" said Raby. "You know better than
that. We | ove everybody- W |ove you, too."

"Love? Me? When you torture nme like this, day
after day? Wien you foll ow ne around, making a
fool of ne, always hounding nme, showing ne up—=
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"We'll go away if you want," said Jix. "But every
time we go away, you cone | ooking for us."

"Not you! Not you!" WIIiam shook his clenched
fists above his head. "I want real people, adult peo-
ple to talk to."

"But nobody has tinme to talk to you but us," said

Jix. "We told you that. Besides, we want to | ook after
you. You're liable to get hurt if we don't watch you
You' re always doing sonething that's going to get
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you hurt when we | eave you al one, then we have to
catch you before you do." He gestured at the wi de

hole a few yards off. "You nearly fell into the quarry,
day before yesterday."

"The quarry!" groaned WIlliam "Ch, God! And

why did you make a quarry there in the first place?
Did you just want one? O did you want to play King
Arthur with a real stone castle?"

"Qur father wanted it," said Raby. "W told you
that."

"He?" WIIliam gave a shout of high-pitched I augh-
ter. "The great nman? The nysterious head of the
househol d, who doesn't even exist part of the tine?
You nean he needed real stone? Plain stone?" WI-
liam s voice rose on waves of hysterical |aughter
"Plain, ordinary |imestone? Wat for?"

The two boys | ooked at each ot her hel pl essly.

"It's one of those things | have to understand, isn't
it?" shouted Wlliam leaping to his feet. "Liars! Fake!"
He began to dance before them stanping his feet

and bobbing his shoulders like a savage. "Minbo

junmbo! Wtch doctor! Wtch doctor! Spirits of the

munbo .. . junbo .. - nmunbo— Abruptly, he stopped
chanting and dancing and stared at them his face
falling into a | ook of agony. He fell to his knees

and stretched out his skinny arns to them Dragg-

ing hinmself forward on his knees, he approached

t hem

"Pl ease," he said, "please ... oh please! You can
THE QLARRY 131

do anything. | know you can do anything. Put ne out
of nmy msery. Make ne happy here. Make ne not

know any different. Make ne forget. Fix me ... fix
rTe_

The two boys | ooked at himw th sad and sol emn
eyes.

"Poor M. Johnson," said Jix. "W can't do that. If
you understood, you'd know it wasn't right for us to
doit. If we changed you, it would spoil you, and we
woul d be spoiled by doing such a thing. It isn't right
for people to be changed, M. Johnson, except by

t hensel ves. "

"But |'m not people"—he clawed at their glittering

tunics—I'man animal. |'ma pet. Have pity . . . oh,
have pity—=

"No, M. Johnson," said Jix. "Even you know t hat.
You're not an animal or a pet at all. You' re a human
man with a soul who has to find his own way, |ike
everybody. "

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (96 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:06 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt
"But | can't . . . you all say | can't!"

"Poor M. Johnson," said Raby softly. "If only you'd
under st and. "

"Make nme understand," WIIiam pl eaded.
"Nobody can nake you understand, M. Johnson."

Wl liam screaned suddenly and rose to his feet.

Ext endi ng hi s shaking hands to the air, he screaned

at the sky. And then, whirling, before even the quick
refl exes of the boys could stop him he turned and
ran toward the open edge of the quarry. He ran
forward and out. For a fraction of a second he contin-
ued forward, seeming to run in enpty air, and then

he dropped from sight.

The boys | eaped and ran to the edge of the quarry.
Before they reached it, the sound of an inpact cane
up fromthe depths. They stopped at the edge; and,

| ooki ng over, saw the broken body of WIliam]lying
on the pale wet rock. far bel ow
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They | ooked at each other. Then they started to
climb down into the quarry.

Their nother was in the garden of their house, that
was |ike no house WIliam had ever known, as they
came up a little later carrying the crushed and ru-

i ned body. She turned to face them a tall woman

with pale skin and dark hair and as beautiful as they.
Her eyes took in what was left of WIIliamand her
exchange of glances with the boys seened to gather
the whol e story.

"He suddenly junped. Mther." said Raby. He
| ooked up at the tall worman with eyes that were stil
the eyes of a child. "Is he all spoiled?"

"No, Raby." she answered. "Nothing is ever al
spoiled. Gve himto me." She took the dead man

fromJix's arns easily up into her own. "I'Il give him
to your father when he gets back. Your father will fix
him and he'll be as good as ever in the norning.”

3-Part Puzzle

The Mol oghese ship tw nkled across the Iight years
separating the human-conquered pl anets of the
Bahrin system from Mol ogh. Aboard her, the Ml ogh
Envoy sat deep in study. For he was a thinker as well
as a warrior, the Envoy, and his duties had gone
far beyond obtaining the capsul e propped on the

Mol oghese version of a desk before hima seal ed
message capsul e contai ning the diplonmatic response
of the hunman authorities to the proposal he had
brought from Mol ogh. Hi s object of study at the
monent, however, was not the capsule, but a trans-

| ati on of sonething human he had painfully resol ved
into Mol oghese terns. His furry brow winkl ed and
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hi s bul | dog-shaped jaw cl anped as he worked his

way through it. He had been over it a nunber of

times, but he still could not conceive of a reason for a
reacti on he had observed anong human young to its
message. It was, he had been reliably inforned, one

of a group of such stories for the human young.

—What he was looking at in translation was approxi -
mately this:

THE THREE (Narme) (Domestic ani mals) (Nane)
Once upon a tinme there was a (horrendous, carniv-

133
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orous, mythical creature) who |ived under a bridge
and one day he becane very hungry. He was sitting
there thinking of good things to eat when he heard
t he sounds of someone crossing the bridge over his
head. (Sharp hoof-sound)—sharp hoof-sound) went
the sounds on the bridge overhead.

"Who's there?" cried the (horrendous, carnivorous,
myt hi cal creature).

"I't's only I, the smallest (Nane) (Donestic aninal)
(Nane)" cane back the answer.

"Well, | amthe (horrendous, carnivorous, mnythica
creature) who |ives under the bridge," replied the
(horrendous, carnivorous, mythical creature), "and |I'm
comng up to eat you all up."

"Ch, don't do that, please!" cried the snallest
(Narme) (Donestic aninmal) (Nane). "I wouldn't even
make you a good neal. My (relative), the (mddle-

si zed? next-ol dest?) (Nanme) (Domestic animal) (Nane)
will be along in a mnute. Let me go. He's nuch
bigger than I. You'll get a nuch better neal out of
him Let me go and eat himinstead."

"Very well," said the (horrendous, carnivorous,
myt hi cal creature); and (hoof-sound)—hoof - sound)
the (Nane) (Donmestic aninal) (Nane) hurried across
the bridge to safety.

After a while the (horrendous, carnivorous, nythi-
cal creature) heard (heavier hoof-sound)—heavier
hoof - sound) on the bridge overhead.

"Who's there?" he cried.

"It is |, the (mddle-sized?) (Name) (Donestic ani-
mal) (Nane)," replied a (deeper?) voice.

"Then | amconming up to eat you up," said the
(horrendous, carnivorous, mythical creature). "Your
smal ler (relative?) the snallest (Name) (Donestic an-
imal) (Nanme) told nme you were coming and | let him
go by so | could have a bigger neal by eating you. So
here | cone."
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"Ch. you are, are you?" said the (mddle-sized)
3- PART PUZZLE 135

(Nane) (Donestic aninmal) (Nane). "Well, suit your-
sel f; but our oldest (relative?), the big (Nane) (Do-
mestic animal) (Name) will be along in just a nonent.
If you want to wait for him you'll really have a neal
to renenber."

"I's that so?" said the (horrendous, carnivorous,
myt hi cal creature), who was very (greedy? avarici ous?
gluttonous?). "All right, go ahead." (And the (middle-
sized) (Nanme) (Donestic aninmal) (Nane) went (heav-

i er hoof - sound) —heavi er hoof-sound) across the bridge
to safety-

It was not | ong before the (horrendous, carnivo-

rous, nythical creature) heard (thunderous hoof -
sound) —£t hunder ous hoof - sound) shaki ng the bridge

over head.

"Who's there?" cried the (horrendous, carnivorous,
myt hi cal creature).

"It is I!'" runbled an (earth-shaki ng?) deep (bass?)
voi ce. "The bhiggest (Nane) (Domestic aninmal) (Nanme).
Who cal | s?"

"I do!" cried the (horrendous, carnivorous, nythi-

cal creature). "And |I'mconming up to eat you all up!"
And he sprang up on the bridge. But the big (Nane)
(Donestic animal) (Nanme) nerely took one | ook at

him and |l owered (his?) head and cane charging
fbcward, with his (horns?) down. And he butted that
(horrendous, carnivorous, mythical creature) over the
hills and so far away he could never find his way
back to bother anyone ever again-

The Mol oghese Envoy put the translation aside and

bl i nked his red-brown eyes wearily. It was ridicu-

| ous, he thought, to let such a small conundrum
bother himthis way. The story was perfectly sinple
and obvious; it related how an organi zati on of three
i ndi vi dual s del ayed conflict with a dangerous eneny
until their strongest menber arrived to deal with the

136 Gordon R Di ckson

situation. Perfectly usual and good Conqueror i ndoc-
trination literature for Conqueror young.

But still, there was sonething—a difference about

it he could not quite put his finger on. The human
children he had observed having it told to them at
that school he had visited had greeted the ending
with an entirely disproportionate glee. Wiy? Even to
a student of tactics like hinmself the | esson was a
simple and rather boring one. It was as if a set of
young students were suddenly to becone jubilant on
being informed that two plus two equal ed four. Was
there sonme hidden value in the |lesson that he failed
to discover? Or nerely some freakish twist to the
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human character that caused the enotional response
to be di sproportionate?

If there was, the Envoy woul d be everlastingly
destroyed if he could not lay the finger of his percep-
tion on what it was. Perhaps, thought the Envoy.

| eani ng back in the piece of furniture in which he sat,
this problemwas nmerely part and parcel of that

| arger and nore w despread anomaly he had remarked
upon during the several weeks, local time, he had been
the guest of the human HQ on Bahrin |1

The humans had energed on the gal actic scene rather
suddenly, but not too suddenly to escape notice by
potentially interested parties. They had fanned out
fromtheir hone system doing it at first the hard
way by taking over and attenpting to pioneer unin-
habi ted pl anets of nearby systens. Eventually they
had bunped into the nearest Conqueror civilization—
whi ch was that of the Bahrin, an ursinoid type estab-
|ished over four small but respectable systens and
havi ng three Subm ssive types in bondage, one of

whi ch was a degraded Conqueror strain.

Li ke most prinitive races, the humans did not at
first seemto realize what they were up agai nst. They
attenpted at first to establish friendly relations with

3- PART PUZZLE
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the Bahrin without attenpting any proof of their

own. Conqueror instincts. The Bahrin, of course, rec-
ogni zed Conqueror el enments potential in the form of
the human civilization; and for that reason struck al
the harder, to take advantage of their own age and
experience. They nanaged to destroy nearly all the
maj or planetary installations of the humans, and over
twenty percent of the population at first strike. How
ever, the humans rebounded with surprising ferocity
and speed, to drop guerrilla land troops on the Bahrin
pl anets while they gathered power for a strikeback

The strikeback was an overwhel mi ng success, the

Bahrin power being enfeebled by the unexpected
fierceness of the human guerrillas and the fact that
these seened to have the unusual ability to enlist the
synpat hy of the Subm ssives under the Bahrin rule.

The Bahrin were utterly broken; and the humans

had for sonme little time been occupying the Bahrin
wor | ds.

Meanwhi | e, the ponderous mlls of the Galactic

soci al order had been grinding up the information all
this had provided. It was known that human expl o-
ration ships had stunbled across their first contact
with one of the Shielded Wrlds; and i mredi ately

made eager overtures of friendship to the people upon
it. It was reported that when the Shiel ded Peopl es
went on about their apparently meani ngl ess busi ness
under that transparent protective el enment which no
known Conqueror had ever been able to breach (and
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the human overtures were ignored, as all Conqueror
attenpts at contact had al ways been) that a storm

of enotion swept over the humans—a stormi nvol v-

ing the whole spectrumof enotions. It was as if the
rejection had had the equivalent of a calculated in-
sult from an equival ent, Conqueror, race.

In that particul ar nei ghborhood of the gal axy the
Mol oghese currently held the bal ance of power anobng
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the Conqueror races. They sent an Envoy with a
proposal to the human authorities.

—And that, thought the Envoy, aboard the return-
i ng spaceship as he put aside the problem of the
translation to exam ne the | arger question, was the
begi nni ng of an educative process on both sides.

His job had been to point out politely but firmy
that there were nmany races in the gal axy; but that
they had all evolved on the sanme type of world, and
they all fell into one of three tenperanental catego-
ries. They were by nature Conquerors, Subm ssives,

or Invul nerables. The Invul nerables were, of course,
the people of the Shielded Wrlds, who went their

own pacific, nontechnol ogic ways. And if these could
not be dom nated behind the protections of their
strange abilities, they did not seeminterested in dom
inating thenselves, or interfering with the Conquer-
ors. So the situation worked out to equalities and
they coul d be safely ignored.

The Submi ssive races, of course, were there for any
Conqueror race's taking. That disposed of them But
there were certain elenments entering into inter-
Conqueror rel ationships, that were inportant for the
humans to know.

No Conqueror race could, naturally, be denied its
birthright, which was to take as nuch as it could
from Subm ssives and its fell ow Conquerors. On the

ot her hand, there were advantages to be gai ned by

sem peaceful existence even within the laws of a so-
ciety of Conqueror races. (Obvious advantages deal -

ing with trade, travel, and a reciprocal recognition of
rights and custonms. To be entitled to these, the one
prime requirenment upon any Conqueror race was

that it should not rock the boat. It m ght take on one
or nmore of its neighbors, or make an attenpt to

move up a notch in the pecking order in this neck of
the Gal actic woods: but it nust not beconme a bot her
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to the local comunity of Conquerors as a whol e by
such things as general piracy, et cetera

"In short." had replied the Envoy's Qpposite Num
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ber—a tall, rather thin, and elderly human with a sad
smle, "a gentleman's agreenent?"

"Pl ease?" said the Envoy. The Opposite Number
expl ai ned-

"Essentially, yes," said the Envoy, feeling pleased.

He was pl eased enough, in fact, to take tine out for a
little dissertation on this as an exanple of the strik-
ing cultural simlarities between Conqueror races that
often produced parallel terns in conpletely different

| anguages, and out of conpletely different back-
grounds.

In fact," he wound up, "let nme say that per-
sonally, | find you people very nuch akin. That is

one of the things that nmakes nme so certain that you
will eventually be very pleased that you have agreed

to this proposal | brought. Essentially, all it asks is
that you subscribe to the principles of a Conqueror
intersoci ety—which is, after all, your own kind of

soci ety—and recognize its linmtations as well as its
privileges by pledging to naintain the principles

which are the hard facts of its existence."

"Well," said his Opposite Number, whose nane

was Harrigan or Hargan, or sone such, "that is some-
thing to be decided on in executive commttee. Mean-
whi |l e, suppose | show you around here; and you can
tell me nore about the gal axy."

There foll owed several weeks in which the Envoy

found hinself being convoyed around the planet which
had originally been the seat of the fornmer Bahrin
ruling group. It was quite obviously a tactic to ob-
serve himover a period of time and under various
conditions; and he did not try to resist it. He had his
own observations to nmake, and this gave him an
excel l ent opportunity to do so.
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For one thing, he noted down as his opinion that

they were an exceedingly touchy people where slights
were concerned. Here they had just finished their

war with the Bahrin in the |ast decade and were

facing entrance into an interstellar society of races as
viol ent as thensel ves; and yet the first questions on
the tips of the tongues of nearly all those he net

were concerned with the Shielded Wrlds. Even

Harrigan, or whatever his nane was, confessed to an
interest in the people on the Invul nerable planets.

"How | ong have they been like that"3" Harrigan
asked.

The Envoy could not shrug. Hi s pause before an-
swering fulfilled the sane function.

"There is no way of telling," he said. "Things on
Shi el ded Wrlds are as the people there make them
Take away the signs of a technical civilization froma
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pl anet—turn it all into parkland—and how do you

tell how |l ong the people there have been as they are?
Al we ever knew is that they are ol der than any of
our histories."

"A der?" said Harrigan. "There nmust be some |eg-
end, at |east, about how they came to be?"

"No," said the Envoy. "Oh, once in a great while
some worthl ess planet without a population will sud-
denly devel op a shield and becone fertile, forested
and popul ated—but this is pretty clearly a case of
col oni zation. The Invul nerables seemto be able to
move frompoint to point in space by some nonphysi -
cal nmeans. That's all."

"A'l'?" said Harrigan

"All," said the Envoy. "Except for an old Subm s-

sive superstition that the Shiel ded Peoples are a m xed
race sprung froman interbreedi ng between a Con-

queror and a Subm ssive type—somnet hi ng we know,

of course, to be a genetic inpossibility."

"l see," said Harrigan

Harrigan took the Envoy around to nost of the
3- PART PUZZLE
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major cities of the planet. They did not visit any
mlitary installations (the Envoy had not expected
that they would) but they viewed a | ot of new con-
struction taking the place of Bahrin buildings that
had been obliterated by the angry scars of the war. It
was going up with surprising sw ftness—er perhaps

not so surprising, noted the Envoy thoughtfully, since
t he humans seemed to have been able to enlist the

ent husi astic co-operation of the Submi ssives they had
taken over. The humans appeared to have a knack

for making conquered peoples willing to work with
them Even the Bahrin, what there were left of them
wer e behaving nost unlike a recently crushed race of
Conquerors, in the extent of their co-operation. Cer-
tainly the humans seened to be allowing their for-

mer enem es a great deal of freedom and even
responsibility in the new era. The Envoy sought for

an opportunity, and eventually found the chance to
talk to one of the Bahrin alone. This particular Bahrin
was an assistant architect on a school that was being
erected on the outskirts of one city- (The humans
seened slightly crazy on the subject of schools; and
only slightly less crazy on the'subjects of hospitals,
l'ibraries, nuseums, and recreation areas. Large num
bers of these were going up all over the planet.) This
particul ar Bahrin, however, was a nal e who had

been through the recent war. He was niddl e- aged

and had lost an armin the previous conflict. The
Envoy found himfree to talk, not particularly bitter,
but considerably inpressed emotionally by his new
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over | ords.

May your courage be with you," he told the
Envoy. "You will have to face them sooner or |ater;

and they are denobns."

"What ki nd of denons?" said the Envoy, skeptically.
"A new kind," said the Bahrin. He rested his heavy,
furry, bearlike forearmupon the desk in front of him
and stared out a window at a changi ng | andscape.
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"Denmons full of fear and strange notions. \Who un-
derstands then? Half their history is nmade up of
efforts to understand thensel ves—and they still don't."
He gl anced significantly at the Envoy. "Did you know
the Submi ssivcs are already starting to call themthe
M xed Peopl e?"

The Envoy wrinkled his furry brow.

"What's that supposed to nean?" he said.

"The Submi ssives think the humans are really Sub-

m ssives who have | earned howto fight."

The Envoy snorted.

"That's ridicul ous."

"Of course," said the Bahrin; and sighed heavily.
"But what isn't, these days?" He turned back to his
wor k. "Anyway, don't ask ne about them The nore

| see of them the less |I understand."”

They parted on that note—and the Envoy's private
conviction that the I oss of the Bahri ~ 's arm had driven
himslightly insane.

Nonet hel ess, during the foll owi ng days as he was
escorted around fromspot to spot, the essence of that
anomaly over which he was |later to puzzle during

his trip home energed. For one thing, there were the
schools. The humans, evidently, in addition to being
education crazy thenselves, believed in whol esal e
education for their cattle as well. One of the schools
he was taken to was an education center for young
Bahrin pupils; and—evidently due to a shortage of
Bahrin instructors follow ng the war—a good share

of the teachers were human.

“... | just love ny class!" one fenmale human teacher
told the Envoy, as they stood together watching young
Bahrin at play during their relaxation period.

"Pl ease?" said the Envoy, astounded.

"They're so quick and eager to learn," said the
teacher. One of the young Bahrin at play dashed up
to her, was overcone with shyness at seeing the

3- PART PUZZLE
143

Envoy, and hung back. She reached out and patted
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hi m on the head. A peculiar shiver ran down the
Envoy' s back; but the young Bahrin nestled up to
her .

"They respond so," said the teacher. "Don't you
t hi nk so?"

"They were a quite worthy race at one tine," re-
plied the Envoy, with m ngled diplomatic confusion
and caution.

"Ch, yes said the teacher enthusiastically; and
proceeded to overwhelmhimwi th facts he al ready
knew about the history of the Bahrin, until the En-
voy found hinself rescued by Harrigan- The Envoy
went off wondering a little to hinself whether the
humans had i ndeed conquered the Bahrin or whether,
perhaps, it had not been the other way around.

Food for that same wondernment seenmed to be sup-

plied by just about everything else that Harrigan |et

hi m see. The humans, having just about w ped the

Bahrin out of existence, seened absolutely determ ned
to repair the danage they had done, and to inprove

upon the forner situation by way of interest. Wy?

VWhat kept the Bahrin from seething with plans for

revolt at this very m nute? The young ones of course—
like that pupil with the teacher—a ght not know

any better; but the older ones .. . ? The Envoy thought
of the one-arnmed Bahrin architect he had tal ked to,

and felt further doubt. If they were alt |ike that one—
but then what kind of magi c had the humans wor ked

to produce such an intellectual and enotional vic-

tory? The Envoy went back to his quarters and took

a nap to quiet the febrillations of his thinking process.

When he woke up, he set about getting hold of

what history he could on the war just past. Accounts
bot h hunan and Bahrin were avail abl e; and, plow

ing through them reading themfor statistics rather
than reports, he was reluctantly forced to the concl u-
sion that the one-armed Bahrin had been right. The
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humans were demons. —& at | east, they had fought

I i ke denpbns agai nst the Bahrin. A menory 'of the
shiver that had run down his back as he watched the
femal e human teacher patting the young Bahrin on

the head troubled the Envoy again. Wuld this same
femal e be perfectly capable of now ng down adult
Bahrin by the automatic handweapon clipful ? Ap-
parently her exact counterparts had. |If so, which was
the normal characteristic of the human nature—the
head-patting, or the trigger-pulling?

It was alnost a relief when the human authorities
gave him a seal ed answer to the proposal he had
brought, and sent himon his way hone a few days
|later. He carried that |ast question of his away with
hi m
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"The only conclusion | can cone to," said the Envoy

to the chief authority anobng the Ml oghese, a week

and a half later as they both sat in the Chief's office,
"is that there is some kind of racial insanity that sets
inin times of peace. In other words, they're Conquer-
ors in the true sense only when engaged in Conquest."

The Chief frowned at the proposal answer, stil

seal ed on the desk before him He had asked for the
Envoy's report before opening it; and now he won-
dered if this traditional procedure had been the w s-
est nove under the circumstances. He rather suspected
the Envoy's wits of having gone sonewhat astray
during his mssion.

"You don't expect ne to believe sonething like

that," said the Chief. "No culture that was insane

half the time could survive. And if they tried to main-
tain sanity by continual Conquest, they woul d bl eed

to death in two generations."

The Envoy said nothing. His Chief's argunents were
| ogi cal | y unassail abl e.

"The sensible way to look at it," said the Chief, "is
to recogni ze them as sinply anot her Conqueror strain
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with somewhat nore marked individual peculiari-

ties than nmost. This is—tet us say—their form of
recreation, of anmusenent, between conquests. Per-
haps they enjoy playing with the danger of cultivat-
ing strength in their conquered races."

"OF course, there is that,"
"You may be right."

admtted the Envoy.

"I think," said the Chief, "that it's the only sensi-
ble all-around expl anation."

"On the other hand— The Envoy hesitated, re-
menbering. "There was the business of that ferale
human patting the small Bahrin on the head."

"What about it?"
The Envoy | ooked at his Chief.

"Have you ever been patted on the head?" he asked.
The Chief stiffened.

"Of course not!" He relaxed slowy, staring at the
Envoy- "Wy? \What nmakes you ask that?"

"Well, 1 never have either, of course—especially by
anyone of another race- But that little Bahrin |liked
it. And seeing it gave me— The Envoy stopped to

shi ver again.

"Gave you what?" said the Chief

"A ... asort of horrible, affectionate feeling—=
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The Envoy stopped speaking in hel pl essness.

"You' ve been overworking," said the Chief, coldly.
"I's there anything nore to report?"

"No," said the Envoy. "No. But aside fromall this,-
there's no doubt they'd be a tough nut to crack, those
humans. My recommendation is that we wait for

opti num condi ti ons before we choose to nove agai nst
them "

"Your recommendation will go into the record, of
course," said the Chief. He picked up the human
message capsule. "And now | think it's tine | |is-
tened to this. They didn't play it for you?"

The Envoy shook his head.
The Chief picked up the capsule (it was one the
i 46 Gordon R Di ckson

Envoy had taken along for the humans to use in
replying), broke its seal and put it into the speaker
unit of his desk. The speaker unit began to nmurmur a
message tight-beaned toward the Chief's ear alone.
The Envoy sat, nursing the faint hope that the Chief
woul d see fit to let himhear, later. The Envoy was
very curious as to the contents of that message. He
wat ched his Chief closely, and saw the other's face
slowy gather in a frown that deepened as the nes-
sage purred on.

Abruptly it stopped. The Chief |ooked up; and his
eyes net the Envoy's.

"I't just may be," said the Chief slowy, "that | owe
you an apol ogy."

"An apol ogy?" said the Envoy.

"Listen to this— The Chief adjusted a vol une
control and pressed a button. A human voi ce speak-
ing transl ated Mol oghese filled the room

"The Committee of Control for the human race
Wi shes to express its appreciation for—

"No, no— said the Chief. "Not this diplomatic
slush. Farther on— He did things with his controls,
the voice speeded up to a gabble, a whine, then

sl owed toward understandability again. "Ah, listen

to this."

Association," said the voice, "but wthout en-
dorsenent of what the Mdioghese Authority is pleased
to termthe Conqueror tenperanent. Wile our two
races have a great deal in common, the hunman race

has as its ultimate ainms not the exercises of war and
oppressi on, plundering, general destruction and the
establishnent of a tyranny in a comunity of ty-
rants; but rather the establishnent of an environ-
ment of peace for all races. The human race believes
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mthe ultimate establishnment of universal freedom
justice, and the inviolable rights of the individua
whoever he nay be. W believe that our destiny lies
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neither within the pattern of conquest nor subm s-
sion, but with the enlightened maturity of indepen-
dence characterized by what are known as the Shiel ded
Worl ds; and, while not ceasing to defend our people
and our borders fromall attacks foreign and dones-
tic, we intend to enul ate these ol der, protected peo-
ples in hope that they may eventually find us worthy
of association. In this hope—=

The Chief clicked off the set and | ooked grimy at
the Envoy. The Envoy stared back at himin shock.

"Insane." said the Envoy. "I was right—guite in-
sane." He sank back in his seat. "At any rate, you too
were correct. They're too irrational, too unrealistic
to survive. We needn't worry about them™

"On the contrary," said his ChieL "And I'mto

bl ane for not spotting it sooner. There were indica-
tions ot this in sone of the prelimnary reports we
had on them They are very dangerous."

The Envoy shook his head.

"I don't see— he began.

"But | do!" said the Chief. "And | don't hold down
this position anong our people for nothing. Think for
a nmonent, Envoy! Don't you see it? These people are
causal !'"

" Causal ?"

"Exactly," replied the Chief. "They don't act or
react to practical or realistic stinmuli. They react to
enotional or philosophic conclusions of their own."

"l don't see what's so dangerous about that?" said
the Envoy, winkling his forehead.

"I't wouldn't be dangerous if they were a different
sort of race," said the Chief. "But these people seem
to be able to rationalize their enotional and phil o-
sophic conclusions in terns of hard | ogic and harder
sci ence. —You don't believe me? Do you renenber

that story for the human young you told ne about,
about the three hoofed and horned creatures crossing
a bridge?"
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"Of course," said the Envoy.

"All right. It puzzled you that the human young
shoul d react so strongly to what was nmerely a | esson
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in elementary tactics. But—+t wasn't the | esson they
were reacting to. It was the enotional nessage over-

| aying the I esson. The notion of sone sort of abstract
right and wong, so that when the sonehow w ong
myt hi cal creature under the bridge gets what the
humans mi ght describe as his just deserts at the
horns of the triunphing biggest right creature—the
humans are trenmendously stinulated."

"But | still don't see the danger—

"The danger," said the Chief, "lies in the fact that
whil e such a story has its existence apparently—to
humans—enly for its noral and enotional val ues,

the tactical |esson which we so obviously recogni ze
is not lost, either. To us, this story shows a way of
conquering. To the humans it shows not only a way

but a reason, a Justification. A race whose notives
are founded upon such justifications is trenendously
dangerous to us."

"You nust excuse ne," said the Envoy, bewild-
eredly. "Why—

"Because we—and | mean all the Conqueror races,

and all the Submi ssive races— said the Chief,
strongly, "have no defenses in the enotional and

phi | osophi ¢ areas. Look at what you told ne about
the Bahrin, and the Submi ssives the humans took

over fromthe Bahrin. Having no strong enotiona

and phil osophi c persuasi ons of their own, they have
becone i medi ately infected by the human ones-

They are |ike people unacquainted with a new dis-
ease who fall prey to an epidem c. The humans, being
sel f-convinced of such things as justice and love, in
spite of their own arbitrariness and viol ence, con-
vince all of us who |ack convictions having never
needed t hem before. Do you remenber how you said
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you felt when you saw the little Bahrin being patted
on the head? That's how vul nerable we are!"

The Envoy shivered again, renmenbering.
"Now | see," he said.

"1 thought you would," said the Chief, grimy. "The
situation to nmy mind is serious, enough so to call for
the greatest energency neasures possible. W nustn't
make the m stake of the creature under the bridge in
the story. W were prepared to let the humans get by
our community strength because we thought of them
as enbryo Conquerors, and we hoped for better en-
tertainment |later. Now they come al ong again, this
time as something we can recogni ze as Conquer or -
plus. And this tine we can't let themget by. I'm
going to call a nmeeting of our neighboring Conqueror
executive Chiefs; and get an agreement to hit the
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humans now with a coalition big enough to w pe
themout to the |ast one."

He reached for a button below a screen on his
desk. But before he could touch it, it came alight
with the figure of his own attache

"Sir— began this officer; "and then words fail ed
hi m

"Wel | ?" barked the Chief.

"Sir—= The officer swallowed. "Fromthe Shiel ded
Wor | ds—a message."” The Chief stared | ong and hard.

"From the Shiel ded Wrl ds?" said the Chief. "How?
From t he Shi el ded Worl ds? When?"

"I know it's tantastic, sir. But one of our ships was
passing not too far fromone of the Shielded Wrlds
and it found itself caught—

"And you just now got the nmessage?" The Chief cut
hi m short

"Just this second, sir. | was just—

"Let nme have it. And keep your channel open,"
said the Chief. "I've got sonme nessages to send."

The officer made a novement on the screen and
somet hing |i ke a nessage cylinder popped out of a
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slot in the Chief's desk. The Chief reached for it, and
hesi tated. Looking up. he found the eyes of the Envoy
upon him

"Never— said the Envoy, softly. "Never in known
hi story have they comuni cated with any of us.

"It's addressed to ne," said the Chief, |ooking at
the outside of the cylinder. "If they can read our
m nds, as we suspect, then they know what |'ve just
di scovered about the humans and what | plan to do
about it." He gave the cylinder a twist to open it.
"Let's see what they have to say."

The cylinder opened up like a flower. A single white
sheet unrolled within it lo lie flat on the desk; and
the message upon it in the conmmon Gal actic code

| ooked up at the Chief. The nessage consisted of just
one word. The word was:

NO.

I T, Qut of
Dar kest Jungl e

Screen treatnent of an original story idea by Joe
Charlesville
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
"

SCI ENCE FI CTI ON MONSTER

Spi ne-chilling, nmonstrous white ape with bl ood-red
face.

JOE CHANNI ON

RESEARCH CHEM ST

Age twenty-eight, full of character, handsome, a sci-
entific type with gl asses.
NORA W NTERS

JOE' S ASSI STANT

Age twenty-two, tall, beautiful, sensitive understand-
i ng.
POOTI E (PATRI CI A) LATI MER

JOE'S NI ECE

Age seven, gol den-haired child.
DR. SVEN SODERUP

ARCHAEOLOG ST

Age 64, white-haired, frail, scholarly.
TRUCK DRI VER, SHERI FF, ETC. —ni nor characters.

151
152 Gordon R Dickson

OCI ENTI FI C NOTE: Recent research has indicated

<..5lhat the Geeks (ancient) did not sinply ignore
headaches as was formerly thought, but that they

may have possessed a medi cati on unknown to pres-

ent -day medi cal science. This has given rise to well-
founded scientific speculation that, lost in the depths
of time, in prehistory, there nay have existed a w z-
ard master race with a know edge of chem stry and
medi ci ne unknown to present-day scientists. In the
words of Dr. Baker Terril, MT, "... nmaybe they had

a super-aspirin.” It is on this thesis that the foll ow
ing science fiction story idea is based.

Scene 1—Ruins of an oriental-1o0o0king ancient city,
hal f -excavated fromthe jungle.

WE OPEN W TH AN AERI AL VI EW PANNI NG DOAN AND | NTO
ONE OF THE EXCAVATED BUI LDI NGS. THE ROOM WE ENTER | S
STILL HALF- FULL OF DI RT. THE EXCAVATED HALF SHOWS
BENCHES AND TABLES ON WHICH SIT CURI QUSLY SCI ENTI FI G
LOOKI NG | NSTRUMENTS OF GLASS AND POTTERY. I N THE
OTHER HALF, A NATIVE LABORER | S SI NG NG TO HI MSELF AS
HE EXCAVATES SOVETHI NG LARGE AND WHI TE. WHI CH W\E

SEE IS THE BODY OF A HUGE WHI TE APE WTH A BLOOD- RED
FACE.
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LABORER. SUDDENLY REALI ZI NG WHAT I T IS HE | S EXCA-
VATI NG, GASPS AND DROPS HI S SHOVEL.

AS HE STARES HORRI FI ED, THE APPARENTLY MJWM FI ED
APE SLOALY OPENS ONE EYE AND W NKS AT H M

THE LABORER S FACE SUDDENLY CHANGES TO A MASK OF
HORRCR. HE MAKES A MOVEMENT AS IF HE WLL TURN TO
FLEE BUT THE GREAT. WH TE, APELI KE FI GURE REACHES OUT
W TH ONE HAND. GRASPS H M BY THE THROAT AND STRAN-
GLES HM H S DEAD BCODY DROPS W THOUT A SOUND TO THE
FLOOR- THE APE. WHO IS —IT." OUT OF DARKEST JUNGLE-
CLOSES H' S EYE AND GOES MOTI ONLESS AND APPARENTLY
MUWM FI ED ONCE MORE.

A MOMENT LATER, DR SODERUP ENTERS THE ROCOM FOR A
MOMENT HE DOES NOT SEE THE BODY OFTHE LABORER. THEN

I T, OUT OF DARKEST JUNGLE 153

HE DCES AND COMVES FORWARD TO BEND OVER I T, SHOCK
VWRI TTEN ON HI S FACE.

DR. SCODERUP
What could have killed himin that horrible fashion?

HE NOTI CES THE BODY OF THE APE, WTH I TS ARM STI LL OUT-
STRETCHED ABOVE THE THROAT OF THE DEAD MAN. FOR A
MOMENT HE FROMNS, AND THEN SHAKES HI S HEAD.

No, no. Obviously this creature has been dead for
many t housands of years. | amimagi ning things—
and who can blame nme? Forty-two nonths in this
mur der ous j ungl e—the heat—the insects—

HE BENDS HI S ATTENTI ON ON THE APE BCDY AND HI S EYES
LI GHT UP

But this is a priceless find. W knows what an
exam nation of this body may not teach us? | nust
get it back to nmy laboratory in Mincie, Indiana.
DI SSOLVE,

Scene 2-A nodern-1 ooki ng concrete | aboratory next
to a flinsy-1ooking anci ent wood house sonewhere
in the Kentucky hills.

VWE LOOK DOWN ON THE PLACE FROM THE SURROUNDI NG,

WOODED Hf LLS A DI RT ROAD LOOPS BY BEFORE THE TWO

BUI LDI NGS AND A FRONT YARD I N WHI CH IS AN ANCI ENT WELL,
AND A HUGE, ANCI ENT HALF- BURI ED GRANI TE BOULDER WEI GH
I NG MANY TONS. WE MOVE DOWN AND I N A W NDOW OF THE
LABORATORY I T IS OBVIQUSLY A PLACE WHERE A CHEM ST
WORKS- BENCHES ARE COVERED W TH GLASSWARE | N STRANGE
SHAPES AND A RETORT FULL OF DARK LI QUI D | S BUBBLI NG
MYSTERI QUSLY- YOUNG DR JCE CHANNI ON SI TS DI SCONSO-
LATE ON A STOOL BESI DE A RACK FULL OF HALF-FI LLED TEST
TUBES- NCRA BESIDE H' M STANDI NG

JOE

Anot her failurel
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NCRA

Don't say that, Doctor. You will succeed. | know
you will.

NORA TRIES TO COVFORT HHM BUT SHE HAS LI TTLE SUCCESS.
154 CGordon R Dickson

THOUGH CLEAN- SHAVEN AND NEAT IN HI S VHI TE LABORA-
TORY COAT, HE IS HOLLOW EYED W TH EXHAUSTI ON AND DE-
PRESSED. NORA SUGCGESTS THAT HE TAKE THE NI GAT OFF AND
FORGET H S WORK THEY CCULD DRI VE | NTO TOWN FOR DI N-
NER AND DANCI NG BUT JCE WAVES THE SUGGESTI ON LI ST-
LESSLY ASI DE. THOUGH NORA HAS BEEN HI S ASSI STANT FOR
SEVERAL YEARS AND HAS FALLEN DEEPLY IN LOVE WTH H M
HE H MSELF HAS NEVER TAKEN A SQUARE LOCOK AT HER AND
DCES NOT REALI ZE HOW BEAUTI FUL AND DESI RABLE SHE | S

JCE

No, it's no use. | was a fool to throw up ny re-
search grant, build this |aboratory here and try to
go ahead on ny own.

NCRA

You were not. (Fiercely) The fools were the regents
and the other chenists at the University who | acked
vour faith in Aspirin-X

JOE

(Shaki ng his head) No. Maybe they were right, and

I was wong. Maybe | just let nyself be carried
away, follow ng that accident in which my sister
and her husband were fatally injured, and | thought
how different it mght have been if Aspirin-X had
been avail able to save them (He sighs)

When they died and Pooti e was orphaned, | nust
have | ost ny head. It was one thing to bury nyself
up here in these hills, but to bury you and Pootie—

HE BREAKS OFF, FOR POOTIE, WEARI NG AN APRON, HAS JUST
ENTERED THE LAB.

PCOTI E

Uncle Joe, | nade lunch for you and Nora. It's al
r eady.

JOE

(Deeply touched) Did you, Pootie! How can | |ose
faith nyself when you two have such faith in ne.
Well, let's have lunch, and then back to experi -
ment nunber three thousand, tour hundred and

ni nety-si x.

I'T, OUT OF DARKEST JUNGLE 155

PRETENDI NG CHEERFULNESS. HE STRI DES OQUT OF THE ROOM
EXCHANG NG A GLANCE FULL OF FEM NI NE SYMPATHY. THE
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WOVAN AND THE TENDER- EYED G RL CHI LD HURRY AFTER
H M

Scene 3—Several niles up the road fromthe | ab.

AERI AL VI EWCOF THE RCAD AS I T DI PS THROUGH A SMALL
VALLEY AND THEN CLI MBS UP A RI DCE JUST BEYOND THE

Rl DGE THAT OVERLOCKS THE LABORATORY. A WH TE PANEL
TRUCK COMES | NTO VI EW DRI VES DOMN | NTO THE HOLLOW
AND THEN SLOALY MOUNTS THE RI DGE, APPRCACHI NG AS | T
DCES, UNTIL WE ARE ABLE TO SEE THE FACE OF THE TRUCK
DRI VER.

TRUCK DRI VER

(Muttering to hinself) This ain't the right way!
How d | get onto this back road, anyhow? |'ll never
make it up into Indiana and Munci e tonight. How d

| get here, anyway?

HE SHAKES HI S HEAD LI KE SOVEONE WHO HAS JUST BEEN
DAZED BY A BLOW

—Now, | remenber. There was that turnoff back

on Route 49. | wasn't going to | eave the hi ghway
and then this here conpul sion sort of takes hold of
ne .

HE SHAKES HI S HEAD FI RMLY, AND BEG NS TO APPLY THE
BRAKES.

I ain't going any farther. I'mjust getting | oster and
| oster.

HE THROWS AN UNEASY GLANCE OVER H S SHOULDER AT THE
SHEET METAL PARTI TI ON BEH ND H M WALLI NG OFF THE BACK
OF THE TRUCK FROM H S CAB-

Driving that big old ape mummy gives ne the
creeps. Wiyn't they let things like that stav bur-
ied? | —

AS HE HALTS THE CAR, THE SHEET METAL PARTI TI ON BEH ND
HMRPS AS |F IT WAS CARDBOARD JERKI NG AROUND, HE
SEES A HUGE. BLOCD- RED APE FACE FRAMED I N THE TORN
OPENING | T WNKS AT HM THEN A HUCE WH TE ARM COMES

156 Gordon R Di ckson

THROUGH THE-. OPENI NG GRASPS HI M BY THE THROAT AND
BEA NS TO STRANGLE H M AS HE FI GHTS FUTI LELY AGAI NST
ITS GRIP

DI SSCLVE TO THE CURVI NG DRI VEWAY THAT ENTERS THE
YARD BEFCRE THE LAB AND THE FLI MSY WOODEN HOUSE A
COUNTY SHERI FFS POLI CE CAR | S PARKED | N THE DRI VEWAY
AND A UNI FORMED SHERI FF IS STANDI NG OUTSI DE | T SPEAK
I NG TO JOE

SHERI FF

I"msorry, Doc But the law s the law |l had to
serve you with that there warrant and if you can't
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produce the noney you owe by court tinme, Mn-
day the Judge' 11 issue the foreclosure order and |"'lI
have to take over vour property here

JOE

But don't you realize, ShenfP This will put an end
to ny researches—an end to ny | ast chance to give
AspirmX to a world racked with di sease and suf-
fering And there's this feeling I have—this feeling
that 1'mso close

HE GRASPS THE SHERI FF PLEADI NGLY BY THE OVERALL SUS
FENDERS THE SHERI FF ENDURES | T STOLIDLY BUT WTH A
H NT OF PITY IN H' S TACI TURN COUNTRY EYES

If vou could just have seen experinent number
three thousand, four hundred and ninety-si x—ust
now The precipitate | got fromit was just a shade
of f, alnmost pure white I'msure |'ve al nost got it

sonmehow it's right there under nmv hngers if |
could just see it

HE RELEASES THE SHERI FF AND PASSES A HAND SHAKI LY
ACRCSS HI' S BROW STAGCERI NG A BIT W TH WEARI NESS

—Just one nore day Sheriff

SHERI FF
Sorry, young feller If it was up to ne—but it ain't
I got nmy duty to do Noon tonorrow

HE TURNS GETS IN HI' S POLI CE CAR AND LEAVES JOE TURNS
AROUND AND WALKS SLOALY AND HEAVI LY BACK | NTO THE
LAB

I T OUT OF DARKEST JI NGLE 157

VE WATCH THE PASSAGE OF TI ME I N SPEEDED UP FASHI ON
THE SUN SINKS IN THE WEST THE SCENE GROWS DARK AND
LI GHTS GO ON IN THE LAB AND IN THE HOUSE THE MOON RI SES

AS THE MOON CLI MBS HI GH I N THE SKY AND | LLUM NATES
THE SCENE WE SEE A WHI TE PANEL TRUCK ROLL SILENTLY
OUT FROM THE SHADOW OF THE TREES HI DI NG THE RQAD

AND TURN | NTO THE YARD | T STOPS BEHI ND THE SPOT WHERE
THE SHERI FF S POLI CE CAR HAD BEEN PARKED NO ONE GETS
ouT

Scene 4—+ntel ior of Joe s lab The normmg sun shines
in at the w ndows

VWE DI SCOVER JCE WTH HI S HEAD ON H S ARMS FALLEN
ASLEEP AT HI S EXPERI MENTI NG THE VOFf CE OF NORA | S HEARD

NORA
Joe' Joe'

THE DOOR OF THE LAB OPENS AND NCRA COMES | N BEARI NG
A POT OF STEAM NG COFFEE AND TWO CUPS AT THE SI GHT OF
JOE SHE RUNS TO H M PUTS DOMN THE COFFEE AND CUPS
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AND | S ABOUT TO THROW HER ARMS ARCUND HI M WHEN JOE
WAKES UP

JOE

What what's thaP Ch, it s you, Nora | nust
have fallen asleep Let's see now for experi-
ment nunber —

NORA

(Fiercely) You can't go on like this You're killing
yoursel f, Joe No food, no sleep—waorking night

and day It isn't worth it—even AspirmX isn't

worth it

JOE
Don't sav that, Nora It is worth it—

HE POUNDS HI S FI ST FI ERCEl Y UPON THE | ABORATORY TABLE

It must be worth it' | can't lose faith, whatever
happens Where woul d the world have been if Lister
had |l ost failh7 O Pasteur® Or Dr and Madane
Cune® No, no, | nmust go on

158 Gordon R Di ckson
NORA

Al least take tine to drink a cup of coffee. For ny
sa—+ nmean, for the sake of the work.

JCOE

(Smiling a weary, gentle snmle) Very well One cup
of coffee.

NCRA POURS THEM EACH A CUP OF COFFEE AND THEY SIT

DRI NKI NG AS THEY SIT. THEY CHAT, AND JCE TELLS HER OF
H'S NIGHT' S WORK | N THE LABORATORY

JOE

Sonehow | can't get the pure, white precipitate |
know I'mafter. | keep getting precipitates with a
slight shade of off-white.

HE WAVES AT A LARCE BLACKBOARD SET UP NEAR HI S LABO
RATORY TABLE THE SURFACE OF THE BLACKBOARD | S COV
ERED W TH FI GURES AND EQUATI ONS MADE UP OF SCI ENTI FI C
TYPE SYMBCLS

I've gone over ny cal cul ations a thousand tines,
and | keep getting the sane answer. One of ny
factors in the essential equation is sonehow wrong.
But whicrP Until 1 can discover thai, the chemnical
formulas | derive fromthe equation will never be
the correct formula for Aspirin-X, which should be
recogni zed by its glistening white col or—

NCRA

(Suddenly renenbering) Ch, that rem nds ne. Do
you know anyt hi ng about a while panel truck?
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There was one in the front yard when | cane out
this norning to bring vou this coffee.

JCE
(Puzzled) A white panel truck? No. Let's go see.

THEY GOT QUT OF THE LAB AND APPROACH THE WHI TE PANEL
TRUCK FI RST THEY LOOK | NTO THE CAB OF THE VEHI CLE

NCRA

No one here. Strange. Sonmebody nust have driven
it.

JOE
Let's |l ook in the back.

I'T, OUT OF DARKEST JUNGLE 159

HE GOES ARCUND AND OPENS THE BACK DOORS OF THE PANEL
TRUCK NORA SCREAMS—+CR THE BCODY OF THE UNFORTUNATE
TRUCK DRI VER COVES TUMBLI NG QUT ONTO THE GROUND

NORA THROWS HERSELF | NTO JOE'S ARMS, AND JCOE PUTS H S
ARMS AUTOVATI CALLY AROUND HER

NORA
(Shudderi ng) Onh, how horri bl e!

JCE
It's all right

SUDDENLY SELF- CONSCI QUS, THEY BREAK APART WE MOVE

IN ON JCE' S FACE AND THE CAMERA CATCHES THE DAWNI NG
WONDER I N H' S EYES FOR THE FIRST TIME HE | S LOCKI NG
ON HER AS A WOVAN, AND REMEMBERI NG WHAT | T FELT LI KE
TO HAVE H S ARM5 AROUND HER ABSENTMLNDEDLY, HE RE
MOVES H' S GLASSES AS | F TO SEE HER BETTER-AND THE
CLEAR EARLY MORNI NG LI GHT, STRI KI NG ACRCSS HI S FEA
TURES, REVEALS \ RUGGEDNESS | N THEM THAT THE GLASSES
HAVE HI DDEN UNTI L NOW

ON HER PART. NORA HAS DROPPED HER EYES AND TURNED

A LI TTLE AWAY—HER SURE FEM NI NE | NSTI NCT, WE SEE. HAS
APPRI SED HER OF JOE' S SUDDEN AWAKENI NG TO HER EXI S-
TENCE AS A WOVAN

BEFORE El THER OF THEM CAN SAY ANYTHI NG HOWAEVER, A
BATTERED SAFARI TRUCK, POSSIBLY A LAND ROVER, JOLTS
DOM THE ROAD AND | NTO THE YARD

DR SCDERUP, DRESSED I N AN ORDI NARY SUI T, BUT WTH
SOVE ABSENTM NDED TOUCH, LI KE A W DE- AWAKE HAT-OR
PERHAPS JUST WEARI NG SLACKS AND A BUSH JACKET  SOME-
THING TO REMND US OF H'S YEARS IN THE JUNGLE-UMPS
DOMN FROM THE WHEEL OF THE TRUCK AND RUNS TO BEND
OVER AND EXAM NE THE BODY OF THE STRANGLED TRUCK

DRI VER

SCDERUP

(Tragically) Just as | feared" Wiy didn't | trust ny
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instincts that day on the excavations site when
saw that poor dead man there. Wen the pane)
truck didn't show up in Miuncie on schedul e,
knew sonething |ike this nust have happened.

160

Gordon R Dickson
JOE

(Approaching with Nora) Then this is your pane]
truck? (blinking at Soderup) Say, aren't you Dr.
Sven Soderup? | remenber readi ng about your
excavation of the Mayan ruins at Tulumin Quintna
Roo when | was in high school. It's an honor to
meet vou. Doctor

SODERUP
(Staring at Joe, in turn) But you must be Dr. Jo-
seph Channion, the brilliant young chem st whose

work with the salicylates was being so highly

prai sed at M d-Continent University the last tinme |
was there. What are you doing out here in the
Kentucky hills, Doctor?

JCOE

| gave up ny research grant to continue work on
my own. But you-what are you doing here, Doc-
tor? And how did this panel truck of yours get
her e?

SODERUP

It was undoubtedly driven here by its driver, whom
I had enployed to bring to Miuncie, Indiana, a

huge, apelike figure recently excavated by me from
some jungle ruins. But the driver, | see, is dead
and the rear of the truck enpty. There's no doubt
that It has escaped.

NORA

(Gasping) 1t?

SODERUP

(Sol emmly) The huge, apelike creature | excavated.
Fantastic as this may seemto you, | nowfirmy

believe that in spite of Its apparently rmunmified
condition, the result of being buried for thousands
of years, It still possesses a sort of hideous life
force.

NORA
But —but —such a thing is inpossible.

I'T, OUT OF DARKEST JUNGLE
JCOE

161

(Thoughtfully) Hum. . . No, Nora. Under certain
speci al organo-chem cal conditions, such a thing
m ght be entirely possible. In fact, Doctor, you
have given me a ray of hope—
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NCORA SUDDENLY | NTERRUPTS HI M BY SCREAM NG
NCRA

(Suddenly terror-stricken) Then It nust have fled
fromthis truck into the woods surrounding us! It
must be hiding in there right now

JOE

But, Nora, | hardly think It will cone out in the
dayl i ght. (Becom ng suddenly thoughtful again) Un-
| ess sone special need should be drawing It to ny
| ab—

NORA

(Breathl essly) But you don't understand! Today is
Monday and Pootie found herself short of clothes-
pins to hang the washi ng. Just an hour ago she
went off to the small general store on the other
side of the ridge to buy two dozen nore!

JOoB

But goi ng down the road in broad daylight she
shoul d be safe—{He breaks off suddenly) Nora! you
don't nean to tell me she took the ridge trail!

SODERUP
VWhat's the matter, Doctor? What's wong with
thi s—what did you call it—+idge trail?

JCOE

(Desperately) It's a shortcut over the ridge to the
general store. But not only does it go through thick
woods i nhabited by a | ocal pack of wild bears, it
al so runs by O d Bottom ess—a | ocal muskeg swanp
in which cattle are always being |ost, swallowed
up without a trace. —And now It is |oose in those

woods as well. | nust go after her!

SODERUP

I will go with you. | have mnmy el ephant gun in the
Land Rover. "Il get it.

162

CGCordon R Dickson
JOE

If I"mcorrect in ny hunch about it, no el ephant
gun will stop it. Besides, Doctor, | want you to stay
here and protect Nora. Just a mnute—

THE CAMERA FOLLOWS JOE AS HE TURNS AND DASHES BACK

I NTO THE LAB WE SEE H M SNATCH UP TWO ENORMOUS HY-
PCDERM C SYRI NGES, AND FILL THEM BOTH HASTI LY. FROM A
FLASK OF COLORLESS LI QUID. HE RUNS BACK QUTSI DE, CAR-
RYI NG THE HYPODERM CS.

(To Nora) Here! (He gives her one of the syringes)
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Hang on to this. In the chance that you shoul d be
cornered by It, inject It with this. It's the barbitu-
rate thiopental, which given as a large intracar-

diac injection will cause permanent cessation of
respiration in one to tw seconds. | had it around

to test the effectiveness of Aspirin-X, once | had
produced it in pure form Now, | will go after

Foot i e.

CARRYI NG THE OTHER HYPODERM C, HE DASHES OFF THE
WOODS SWALLOW H M UP DI SSOLVE

Scene 5—Fhe ridge trail, not far fromthe |ab.

POOTI E COVES | NTO VI EW SKI PPI NG ALONG SI NG NG, CARRY-
I NG A BROAWN PAPER BAG CONTAI NI NG TWO DOZEN CLOTHES-
PINS THE CAMERA PANS PAST HER | NTO THE WOODS WE SEE
WHAT SHE DCES NOT NOTI CE—HE HI DECUS, BLOCD- RED FACE
OF I T, STARING THROUGH THE BRUSH AT HER IT IS IT, OUT
OF DARKEST JUNGLE, MOVI NG PARALLEL W TH HER PATH
THROUGH THE WOODS. THE TRAI L GOES AROCUND A CURVE

AND COVES OUT BESI DE AN AREA OF BUBBLI NG MUCK WTH A
FEW TUFTS OF GRASS GROW NG AM D HALF- SUNKEN LOGS,

ETC

POOTI E

(Pausing to look at it) There it is. Od Bottonless
Swanp. | wonder if it's really bottonl ess the way
peopl e around here thi nk—

A DEEP, GROALI NG ROAR | NTERRUPTS HER SHE SCREAMS
AND TURNS ARCUND TO SEE A PACK OF HUGE BLACK BEARS

I T, OUT OF DARKEST JUNGLE 163

LUMBERI NG OQUT OF THE WOODS AND BEARI NG DOAN ON HER
SHE TURNS AND BEG NS TO RUN AWAY ALONG THE TRAI L
TOMRD THE HOUSE AND THE LAB THAT ARE SO NEAR AND
YET SO FAR

I'T, OUT OF DARKEST JUNGLE, SUDDENLY BREAKS OQUT OF
THE WOODS BEFCORE HER TO BLOCK HER PATH SHE SCREAMS
AGAI N AND RUNS CFF I NTO THE WOODS AT HER RI GHT

THE PACK OF HUGE BEARS, GROALI NG AND ROARI NG SEE
I T AND CHARCE I T, | NSTEAD AND THE FI GHT COMVENCES

SUCH A FI GHT W LL NEVER HAVE BEEN SEEN ON FI LM BE-

FORE I T AND THE HUGE PACK OF VORACI QUS BEARS FI GHT

AMONG THE BRUSH. I N THE OPEN ON THE HI LLSI DE AND ON
THE MARG N OF THE DEADLY SUCKI NG SWAMP WHOLE TREES
ARE TORN UP BY THEI R ROOTS ROARS AND HOALS FI LL THE
Al R BLOCD | S EVERYWHERE

FI NALLY, | T DI SPOSES OF THE LAST BEAR TORN AND BLEED-
ING |IT DASHES OFF THE TRAIL I NTO THE WOCDS ON THE
TRACK OF POOTI E

DI SSOLVE
Scene 6-—Back in front of the flinmsy frame house and

the | ab.
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POOTI E, HER DRESS TORN, BUT STILL CLUTCH NG HER PAPER
BAG OF CLOTHESPI NS, COVES BURSTI NG QUT OF THE WOCDS
AND RUNS UP TO NORA AND DR SCDERUP, WHO ARE STAND-

I NG | N THE OPEN-BR SCDERUP HOLDI NG HI S HEAVY ELE-
PHANT GUN-YAI TI NG FOR JOE TO RETURN I T. SNARLI NG AND
ROARI NG, BREAKS QUT OF THE WOODS RI GHT BEHI ND HER

DR, SODERUP

(To Nora) Quick! Take the child" Get into the house
and | ock the door behind you. I'll take care of It.

NCRA GRASPS POOTI E BY THE HAND AND THEY RUN UP TO
AND | N THROUGH THE FRONT DOOR OF THE HOUSE THE
CAMERA FOLLOAS THEM AND WE SEE NORA LCCK THE FRONT
DOOR SHE AND POOTI E RUN TO PEER QUT THROUGH THE
GLASS CURTAINS OF A TALL FRONT W NDOW

THE CAMERA LOOKS QUT OVER THEI R SHOULDER WE
164 CGordon R Dickson

SEE DR SCDERLJP DROP TO ONE KNEE AND EMPTY THE MAGA-
ZINE OF H'S ELEPHANT GUN AT THE ONCOM NG I T.

FOR A MOMENT IT IS CHECKED AS THE HEAVY SLUGS

HAMMER I NTO | TS CHEST, ALMOST KNCCKI NG I T BACKWARD
I'T ROARS WTH PAIN AND RAGE. FURI QUS, | T TEARS UP OUT
OF THE GROUND THE HUGE BOULDER [N FRONT OF THE HOUSE
AND CRUSHES THE PANEL TRUCK WTH IT THEN I T W NKS
HORRI BLY, COVES ON AND GRASPS DR SODERUP BY THE
THROAT. WE SEE H M SLOALY STRANGLED

THEN | T ADVANCES ON THE HOUSE,

NCRA AND POOTI E BACK AWAY ACROSS THE LI VI NG ROOM
TREMBLI NG WTH ONE BLOWOF H'S FI ST, | T SMASHES THE
DOOR FROM I TS HI NGES AND ENTERS.

NCRA AND POOTI E RUN | NTO THE DI Nl NG ROOM  LOCK-
I NG THAT DOOR BEHI ND THEM | T PURSUES AND SMASHES
THROUGH THE DOOR.

I T CONTI NUES TO PURSUE THEM FROM ROOM TO ROOM
BREAKI NG DOWN THE DOORS THEY LOCK BEHI ND THEM

FI NALLY THEY ARE I N THE LAST ROOM THE PANTRY OF
THE HOUSE NORA SW NGS THE DOOR TGO, BEH ND THEM

THEN DI SCOVERS THAT THI S DOOR HAS NOTHI NG BUT A HASP
FI TTI NG OVER A STAPLE, WTH NO BOLT TO GO THROUGH

T

NCRA

(Al nost sobbing) There's nothing to lock it with.

POOTI E
(Wi ppi ng one of her clothespins out of the paper
bag she stil! holds) Here, Aunt Nora, try this!

NCRA SNATCHES THE CLOTHESPI N AND STI CKS | T THROUGH
THE STAPLE TO LOCK THE DOOR JUST I N TI ME
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THEY HEAR I T APPROACH THE DOOR I T THROAS | TS WEI GHT
AGAI NST I T THEY CRI NGE.

I'T BEGNS TO SNARL AND BEAT ON THE DOOR. THE CLOTHES-
PI N HOLDS BUT WE BEG N TO SEE FI NE CRACKS APPEAR—+N
THE UPPER PANEL OF THE DOOR

POCTI E

(AI'l but weeping) Oh, where is Uncle Joe?

I T, OUT OF DARKEST JUNGLE 165

NORA

(Putting her arns around the little girl) Maybe the
door will hold .

DI SSOLVE

Scene 7-3Joe, carrying his hypoderm c syringe, at
the point in the woods where Pootie left the trail.

JOE

She' s headed hone. Her tracks are plain. —But so
are these others, that nmust be the tracks of It. It
must have been right behind her.

HE DASHES OFF ALONG THE DOUBLE TRAIL OF TRACKS TO-
WARD THE HOUSE AND THE LAB CUT

Scene 8-Back in the pantry at the house.

THE PANTRY DOCR |'S FINALLY G VING TO THE POUNDI NG OF
IT A HUGE WHI TE FI ST COVMES THROUGH THE UPPER PANEL
THE WOOD DI SSCLVES. A BLOOD- RED FACE LOCKS THROUGH
AND W NKS AT NORA AND POOTI E.

A FEW MORE BLOAS SVASH AN OPENI NG THROUGH WHI CH

I'T CAN ENTER. | T APPROACHES THE WOMAN AND THE G RL,
WHO SHRI NK BACK AND BACK UNTH- THEY ARE AGAI NST THE
WALL AND CAN RETREAT NO FARTHER -

CAMERA CUTS TO LOCK AT I'T FROM THEIR PO NT OF VI EW
VE SEE I T SLOALY STUWMPI NG FORWARD, LOOM NG HORRI BLY
AND MONSTROUSLY ABOVE THEM A STRANGE, PLEADI NG EX-
PRESSI ON CROSSES HI S BLOOD- RED FACE

NCRA

(Driving the hypodermic needle into Its chest in
the region of Its heart) There'.

I'T

(Roaring in rage and pain as the deadly poison is
punped into Its heart) Aaaaaarrrg!

I T STAGGERS BACK. WTH A SPASMCDI C EFFCRT, | T RIPS OUT
THE HYPODERM C SYRI NGE THAT 1S STICKING IN I TS CHEST
AND THROAS | T AVWAY TURNING | T LURCHES, STAGGERI NG
OQUT THROUGH THE RUI NED ROOM5, QUT OF THE HOUSE AND
OVER AND | NTO THE LAB NEXT DOCR
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THE CAVERA FOLLOWS | T.

IN THE LAB WE SEE IT TUCK JOE' S BLACKBOARD UNDER
ONE ARM  AND THEN SWEEP UP | NTO BOTH | TS ARMS AN AS-
SORTMENT OF LAB GLASSWARE AND CHEM CALS,

HOLDI NG THESE, | T LURCHES BACK OQUT OF THE LAB AND
STAGGERS OFF | NTO THE WOCDS, AS NORA AND PCOOT! E COME
OQUT OF THE RU NED HOUSE I N TIME TO SEE | T DI SAPPEAR.

AT THE SAME MOMENT. JUST AS I T IS DI SAPPEARI NG, JCE
BURSTS FROM THE EDGE OF THE WOCDS NOT FAR AVAY AND A
TRUCK DRI VES | NTO THE YARD. THE TRUCK | S LOADED W TH
THE SHERI FF AND A DOZEN OR MORE SHOTGUN- CARRYI NG
DEPUTI ES THEY, LIKE JOE, SEE I T DI SAPPEAR

SHERI FF

(Leadi ng his deputies and descending fromthe truck,
speaks to Joe as Joe cones up) We heard there was

a dangerous jungle aninal |oose around here. Tha.
must be it.

JOE

(Solemly) It is no nere jungle animl, Sheriff.
But | think I know where we can find it. Follow
ne.

HE LEADS THE WAY | NTO THE WOODS. NORA AND POOTI E
FOLLOW BEH ND THEM ARE THE SHERI FF AND HI S DEPUTI ES,
HANG NG BACK FEARFULLY. BUT ALSO FOLLOW NG

CUT.

Scene 8-A little deeper in the wiods, alnost to Ad
Bott oml ess Swanp.

WE SEE | T, REELI NG AND STAGGERI NG THROUGH THE WOODS,
THE BLACKBOARD UNDER ONE ARM FRANTI CALLY GRCOANI NG

AND M XI NG THE CHEM CALS I T HOLDS [N I TS HANDS- THE BI G
TEST TUBE IN I TS RIGHT HAND IS FI ZZI NG AND CHANG NG
CALCR

I T BREAKS QUT OF THE WOODS ONTO THE EDGE OF OLD
BOTTOMLESS | NTENT ON | TS CHEM CALS-M XING. | T STEPS
OFF THE EDGE, BLUNDERI NG | NTO THE MJUSKEG BEFORE I T
REALI ZES WHERE I T | S GO NG

ALMOST | MMEDI ATELY, | T BEG NS TO SI NK|
[T, OQUT OF DARKEST JUNGLE 167

ROARI NG | T THRASHES AROUND, SI NKI NG BUT MANAGES

TO TURN | TSELF SO THAT | T FACES THE EDGE OF THE SWAMP
ONLY A YARD OR SO AVWAY. SEEING IT i S STILL SINKING IN
SPITE OF ALL I T CAN DO | T GOES FRANTI CALLY BACK TO I TS
M XI NG
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JOE, WTH POOTI E AND NORA. AND FOLLOVWED BY THE SHER-

| FF WTH H S DEPUTI ES, EMERGE FROM THE WOODS AND AP-
PROACH THE SWAMP. THEY HALT ON THE EDGE OF THE MJUSKEG
INWHICHIT IS TRAPPED.

JCE
(To the Sheriff) Quick, we nmust try to pull it out.

SHERI FF

(Shaking his head) We can't. No rope. And you

won't get any man in these here parts even as close
to the edge of O d Bottom ess as you' re standing

ri ght now.

I T
(Roaring) Aaaaarrrg!

IT 1S UP TO THE NECK NOW AND QUI CKLY GO NG DOWN OUT
OF SIGHT JOE SPINS ABQUT AND FOR A MOMVENT THE CAMERA
CUTS BACK AND FORTH BETWEEN HI S FACE AND THE BLOCD-
RED FEATURES OF I T- A LOOK OF STRANGE UNDERSTANDI NG
SEEMS TO PASS BETWEEN THEM

THEN I T. JUST AS THE SWAMP | S ABQUT TO CLOSE OVER I TS
HEAD. W NKS AT JOE AND REACHES OUT TO PASS THE TEST
TUBE IN H'S HAND TO JCE

JOE TAKES I T. HE STARES AT IT. HE G VES AN EXCLAVMATI ON
OF SURPRI SE. | T DI SAPPEARS UNDER THE SURFACE COF THE
SWAMP W TH A HORRI BLE BUBBLI NG SOUND.

BUT A MOMENT LATER, ONE LONE ARM EMERGES FOR A
SECOND TO PASS THE BLACKBOARD OUT TO JOE-
JOE TAKES THIS. TOO. AND EXCLAI M5 AGAI N.

NORA
Ch, Joe! What is it?
JCE

(Excitedly, showing the contents of the test tube to
Nora) White! Pure white! See it?

NORA STARES, AND GASPS.

168 Gordon R Dickson

NORA

Joe! You mean—{ She dares not say it)

JCE
(Happily) Yes! That's what it is! Aspirin-X

HE STARES. OVERJOYED, AT NORA AND POOTI E.

It had the answer all the tine. How el se could It
have survived those thousand years of being bur-
ied? In the days of Its ancient culture, Aspirin-X
must have been as available as ordinary aspirinis
nowi Wen It was excavated, It realized It needed
more of this mracle drug. Some strange, forgotten
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sense nust have drawn It to ny | aboratory—the
one place on Earth where the materials for Aspirin-X
were avail abl e.

NORA
But why didn't It just ask us—

JCOE

Did we ever really give It a chance? No, fromthe
beginning we treated it like a scientific specinen,
an artifact. It was alone in this younger world of
bei ngs who did not understand It—who feared It
because it was different.

CAMERA CUTS TO SHOWJCE'S FACE I N CLOSEUP, THERE IS A
NCBLE SADNESS IN H S EYES

Naturally, It had to fight for existence the best way
It could. But in It there was perhaps the spark of a
humanity greater than our own. Didn't Pootie say

that It came to her rescue when the pack of savage
bears cane after her at this very spot? Then, when

It followed after her—possibly to find out if she

was all right—+t was greeted by gunfire from Dr.
Soderup. Possibly It was still trying to explain
Itself when you punped It full of thiopental

POCTI E
Wiy didn't that kill It right then, Uncle Joe?

JOE

It woul d have, sweetheart, if It hadn't been perne-
ated by the Aspirin-X 1t had used during Its an-

I T, OUT OF DARKEST JUNGLE 169

cient lifetime. As it was, the Aspirin-X slowed the
action of the poison so that It should have had

time to nake nore Aspirin-X to cure itself com
pletely. —¥hich was what It was doi ng when, run-

ning away fromus, It stunbled into the swanp

here. But still, It passed me the conpleted Aspirin-X
as It sank, that the secret mght not be lost to the
worl d, though it was too late to save It, Itself.

SHERI FF

(To Joe) Taking a lot for granted, aren't you, son?
M ght' ve been sheer chance that critter put the
right stuff together to get your Aspirin-X

JCE
(I'n ringing tones) Chance? Never

HOLDI NG THE BLACKBOARD | N ONE HAND, W TH THE OTHER,
HE SWEEPS DI RT FROM THE SURFACE OF THE BOARD, REVEAL-
I NG THE SYMBOLS CHALKED UNDERNEATH. HE PO NTS TO A
SYMBOL THAT HAS BEEN ERASED AND REPLACED W TH AN-
OTHER SYMBOL PLAI NLY DRAWN BY A DI FFERENT HAND.

See there! There's where | went wong in ny cal -
culations. It corrected themfor nme, and Its |ast act
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was to pass nme the blackboard that the know edge
woul d not be lost. Yes ..

HE PUTS THE ARM STI LL HOLDI NG THE BLACKBOARD AROUND
NCRA AND HI S OTHER ARM ARCUND POOTI E. THEY ALL TURN
AND GAZE AT THE SWAMP WHERE | T HAS DI SAPPEARED AS HE
SPEAKS THE CAMERA PANS DOAN AND AWAY FROM THEM OUT
OVER THE AREA OF MJCK IN WHICH I T VEENT DOWN,

. Aspirin-X has now becone available to the
world of nen, as it was available to the Earth

popul ated by Its people. WII we use it wisely, this
time, 1 wonder? Only the future will tel

POOTI E
(Awed) Uncle Joe, is It really dead?

JOE

(Ponderingly) It should, indeed, be dead, Pootie—
poi soned and sunk no ope knows how deep under
the nuskeg. But can we tell?

170 CGordon R Dickson
BACKGROUND MUSi C RI SES OVER H S VA CE

Once before It was thought to be dead, even nmum

m fied. But we do not yet know the full powers

of Aspirin-X It survived for thousands of years
before to walk the Earth again. Perhaps, who knows,
down under all that nuskeg, a spark of life stil

l'i ngers.

THE RI SI NG OF THE BACK- GROUND MUSI C DROVWNS OUT HI S
VO CE. WE SEE ONLY THE LI TTLE SQUARE OF MJSKEG I N THE
SCREEN, AS WE WATCH. A BUBBLE OOZES TO THE SURFACE,
SWELLS UP AND POPS

THE MUSKEG | S STILL AGAI N.

THE SCENE DARKENS. THE FI NAL MJSI C FILLS OUR EARS
SLOALY, RISING UP QUT OF THE NOW DARKENED SWAMP COME
THE SHI NI NG WORDS—

THE END
FOLLONED SLOALY BY ONE MORE WORD I N A RUNNI NG
SCRI PT.

—Maybe.
The Green Buil dini

That new green building down there? Sorry, every-
thing behind the fence is governnent property,
and | don't have anything to do with ... A reporter,
are you? Fancy that, now. No—o sir, | do not be-
lieve in censorship of a free press. | happen to vote a
straight ticket, and . . . Wll, that's mighty nice of
you to say so. O course, | know we depend on our
newspapers. You take a restaurant-owner |ike nyself

You don't say so! Those arny fellers said that?
Well, | certainly synpathize and—
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Well now, | will sit down for a mnute. The |unch
rush i s over nowbut these waitresses . . . Yes, | was
here fromthe beginning. In fact, | was here at the

begi nning. You nean to say they've kept it a secret
fromyou newspaper fellers all this time? Wll now,
that's a shame—ow don't quote ne as saying that.
After all 1'min business here

No, no, | didn't think you would, but | thought I'd

better nention it, just to make sure like . . . What do
I nmean at the beginning? Wiy, | nmean at the begin-

ning. | was here. right here on this very spot, when It
| anded.

Not in this restaurant building, of course. | had a

171
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| should say | do know what it used to be |like
around here. Those old days arc graven on ny heart—

yes sir, graven right on ny heart. Like | say, | used to
have a different sort of business, a—well, you night
call it a sort of candy store right here on this spot.

I'"d sit here in the afternoon, waiting for school to
let out and the kids to come by, just tike | was the
afternoon it happened, only that was Menorial Day
and no school

But | used to sit right here and—ust | ook out the

wi ndow besi de you, there—and see right down across

to the park and the little creek with the teeter-totters
the kids used to play on, alongside it. And then up

the other side of the hill to where the grade schoo
itself was and the | ops of Piper Park just show ng

over the head of the hill beyond.

It was real green and pretty then. None of the
concrete and snell and barbed wire they got now.

Just a free, happy, little hollow, sort of. | used to
say .

The day it happened? That's what |'mtelling you

about. There | was, sitting and | ooking out, about
two-twenty in the afternoon, thinking how peacef ul

it all was. Then |I heard this sort of roaring overhead-
Themjet fighters again, | said to nyself. But | didn't
get up and go to the wi ndow and | ook—because, you

know, by the tine you go to ook for them they're
gone already. Besides, | seen themlots before.

I just sat and waited for the roar to fade out. But it
didn't fade. It got |ouder and |ouder. Then, just when
I was starting to get up and |l ook after all, there was
this terrific concussion, and that was the last | knew
for some few mnutes

When | recovered consci ousness—one to, you
know—+ was lying in the ruins of what had been ny
once fine store. For a minute, | couldn't just remem
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ber what had happened. Then | began to notice the
counter knocked over and glass all over the place

THE GREEN BUI LDI NG 173

and how dark it was because the roof had fallen
down around ne.

I was sort of pinned in alittle, narrow spot, there.
Not pinned in, really, but sort of boxed in, so's

couldn't get out. | could see to the outside, though,
and a little patch of the holloww th It laying there.

Well, | lay stuck there, with my head starting to
ache, and watched It sticking up out of the grass in
the park by the teeter-totters like a big chunk of old
granite rock, the size of a three-story building, with
no telling how nuch nore of it out of sight, buried in
the ground underneath. | watched It gl ow ng and
fuming, and the trees all wilting around It. | could
feel the heat and snell of It clear up here.

And then, after a couple of hours, finally the sol-
diers conme along and dug ne out. You know, Canp
Krilibee was on sonme kind of maneuvers around here
just then. They had this area staked off faster'n you
can say Junp Jimmy. That's what stopped you fel-

lers frombeing w sed up, of course. | noticed, after-
wards, they had a story in the papers about a
meteorite that fell here—and-that was all.

But not for nme. it wasn't all. | tell you, those
gover nnent peopl e wanted to know everything | knew,
right dowmn to what | had for breakfast that sane
nmorning. First off, they took ne to an arny hospita
and kept ne there the rest of the day, though there
wasn't anything wong with me but a little bunp on
the head—and | don't know to this day where that
come from unless it was a can of beans falling off
the shelf behind ne when It hit.

Then, when they let nme go honme, | wasn't to tel

anyone anything, not even ny wife. Lot they know

about such things! Wy, nobody even asked nme. You'd

t hi nk some people'd be interested, but in new sub-
urbs like this Piper Park, your next door neighbor's a
stranger, sonetines.

Vell now, |'ma nman who keeps his word—which
174 Gordon R Dickson

is nore than you can say for certain people. Anyway,
I didn't tell anybody what | saw. Not Jeanie, ny

wife, or my married daughter, or anyone. And, like
say, they weren't too interested, except in what was
to be done about the store. | told her the goverment'd

fix it. That settled her. Ch, | did say, too, that | saw
sonething big that had fell —-but they took for granted

it was the neteorite the papers said it was. They

never raised the subject again until | did.
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But these governnment investigating fellers sure did.
They let on it was about getting ne a new store, they
had me down at the site—+ight close to where the
green building is nowasking me questions, and ask-
ing me questions until. Lord | ove Bessie, you'd have
t hought they'd wear their tongues out. They'd set up
sonme tenporary buildi ngs—not |ike the pernmanent

ones they have now, nore |ike arny barracks—sur-
rounding It and pretty nuch hiding It.

They never let the school open again, either. Those
kids had a real picnic for a week until Piper Park got
them sorted out to other schools. And all the tine,
they were after ne with these questions. Wat'd

hear first? And what kind of noise was it? And what'd
| see when It was just sitting there, before they dug
me out?

Well now, | wasn't born yesterday, nor the day be-
fore- They didn't tell me anything—but it didn't take
much | ooking to see what was going on. Arny trucks
going in, and com ng out, and stuff being set up,
arnmed soldiers all around the fence, and cannonlike
things sitting all around pointed at It. They had nen
incivilian clothes swarnmng all over It, too, with al
sorts of instruments, enough to resurrect the dead.

Meteorite! That wasn't any neteorite. OF course,
could' ve told themthat fromthe begi nning. Meteors
don't smell—-and they don't sweat wet stuff out of
themand trees don't curl up and die around them
More'n that—and | wouldn't be telling you this now,

THE GREEN BUI LDI NG 175

except for what happened | ater—they don't nove

none after they hit the ground. They don't tw st and
wi ggle around |ike an old hog settling down into the
mud, the way |'d seen It do before they dug nme out of
my wecked store.

| told themthat. | told them everything. They

didn't thank nme any—just kept after me, the sane
guestions over and over again. | finally got nmy fill of
it.

"You think I"'mlying, say so!" | told them

"No, no," they'd answer, real soothing. "No, no,
we'd just like to go over it once nore, in case you
renenber sonething else." Well, I'mas patient as
Sunday. | kept going over it with them

Then, just about that time—eh, maybe a nmonth or

two after it happened-—when they were starting to

slack up on the neteorite story and let on It was
maybe an arny secret flying nissile that'd gone astray,
nmy noney for the store cone through. |nsurance

check.

VWell, | know a good thing when | see it. | bought
the I and here, where ny candy store was, and had
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this restaurant built. There was al ready about five
hundred people working on It down there, all com

ing on to starve about noon, w th nothing cl oser—
except an arny chow |line—than a hanburger joint

at the hi ghway overpass the other side of Piper Park.

O course, | had to give the building and, later on,
the busi ness ny personal attention, day and night,
you know. So, about this tinme, | began figuring that
maybe they ought to owe nme some noney for the

time | was spending answering their questions. So
asked themfor it.

Well sir, not a cent. Not—a—eent! Twenty-thirty
dollars a day for one of those civilian youngsters to
pound away at It with a little rock-chipping hamrer
and nake guesses—but not a cent for the man who

saw It land, and knew .

176 CGordon R Dickson

VWhat'd | know? Why, that It was alive, of course!
They hadn't fooled ne with their neteorite, guided-

m ssil e business. That thing was just as alive as you
or I, and they were plenty concerned on account of

it. Something that big and alive—and so hard they
couldn't nake a dent in It—and so tough it could

land the way It did without getting hurt. | tell you,
they were concer ned.

But | don't want to get off on a sidetrack here. The
important thing was, like I'mtelling you, they re-
fused to pay ne a cent for ny tine.

"W only hire experts," this one feller told ne.

"Wll, I'"man expert," | said. "An expert at seeing
It land. You got no experts to match nme in that
departnent.”

He admtted that. But they'd gone over the |anding
pretty thoroughly with ne, he said. And so on and so
forth—and, what with one thing and another, they
figured they didn't have any nore need for ne.

"Al'l right," I said. "Fair enough. Now, how about
paying ne for the tine |I've already spent?"

Seens he didn't have the authority to do that. O
course, | could bill Congress down in Washi ngton or
some such fool thing. But | had ought to consider

that | was in pretty nuch the sane position as a
citizen who sees a crine being conmtted. | couldn't
very well expect the police to pay ne for telling them
what | saw.

Now that's a pretty strong argunent. If he'd left it

at that, | mght have left it at that, and no nore said.
But the darn fool couldn't |eave well enough al one.

He took ne by the el bow and pulled ne over to the

wi ndow of his office and pointed at ny new restaurant.

"Look there," he said. "And think of what you had
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before this happened. It seens to nme that's pretty
good paynent for what you've done."

That nmade ne nad.
"Mster," | said, "you better figure out who ate
THE GREEN BUI LDI NG 177

hanbur ger instead of pot roast to keep up the insur-
ance on the old place, these |last twenty years, before
you go taking credit for that."

I slammed ny hat on ny head and wal ked out.
And |'ve never been through the gates over there
agai n since.

Al right, 1"'mnot one to fly off the handl e before
know which way |I'mgoing. |'ve never said any nore
about it. |I've gone right on serving all these mneral -

ogi sts and bacteriol ogi sts and chemi sts and what-nots,
just the same as ever. But | nade up ny m nd when

I wal ked out of that office that there was a certain
fair and honest sumdue nme for the tine and trouble
I'd taken—and, cone soneday, 1'd collect it. Sonny,

it looks like you're the one to help ne get it.

Yes, you! Now, you can just save yourself the trou-
ble of pretending to be so surprised. |I'mnot as green
as | look. You knew all about ne before you cane

into this restaurant. Wiy did you know? Because
they've finally decided to |l et the news out, that's
why! All you newspaper fellers are junping on it as
qui ck as you can. The end "of this week, the whole
story's going to bust wi de open

How do | know? Never mnd how | know. The

point is, do you want to be first with the real eye-
witness story of It landing, and all the facts? A
right. Well, then—t just so happens |'ve got it worked
out, down to the penny, what ny time was worth in
answering those questions.

How much? I'Il just wite it down here on the edge

of your paper napkin. That's the figure. Yes sir, there's
a pay phone right around the corner there by the

Men's. I'Il sit right here and wait

They sai d okay? Thought they woul d. Now, | ean

closer here. Let ne tell you. That thing down there's
just about the size of a three-story building above
ground, and nmaybe as much agai n bel ow ground.
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And heavy? They figure it's heavier than | ead—heavier
than gold, even. D anonds won't scratch it.

More' n that—-+ean real close, | don't want to talk
too | oud—they figure, even if they tried an atom
bomb, It wouldn't be hurt. You follow ne, sonny?

We got sonet hing down there |ike nothing the hu-

man race ever bunped into before
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Ever since—now |isten cl ose—ever since the day It

| anded, they've been working, and studying, and test-
ing, all the top scientists in the country, trying to
figure It out. What is It? What's It here for? What's It
aimto do? And what'l) happen to us if It does? And
they found sone answers—that's how cone the green
bui | di ng you asked about. They just finished that | ast
week.

Let me tell you sone nore about It, first. You

know that heat It puts out—you can feel it even up
here—ael |, that's because it's got radioactive insides.
They been mining all around It, setting up what they
call heat-exchange units. They figure It puts out
enough heat to warm every house in Piper Park -

What ? No, the radiation doesn't reach the outsides
of It, just the head. Al that stuff It sweats out—
orthophosphonc acid. It eats ordinary dirt and rock
and breathes air and sweats orthophosphoric acid.
That's why the railroad spur going into the place—
and the tank cars.

But you see what | nean—t's alive. And that's not
the half of it—4t's intelligent.

They got sone feller down here who's been study-

i ng brain-waves for years, and he got pictures of
brai n-waves fromlIt. They showed It was thinki ng—
you gel it now?

Two t housand peopl e down there now, behind that
barbed wire fence and those sol diers—nearly all of
themtop specialists in sonething or other. Wll now,
that's it. Sonething had to be done. Because, you
see, while they managed to figure out that It was
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thinking, there's no possible earthly way—vet —they
can figure out what It's thinking. And there's no tell-
ing what It m ght do.

That's the reason for the green building. That's

why they' ve been working so hard and why they

can't keep it secret any longer. It's that green build-
ing. What they got init, even | don't know. But | do
know the man in charge of it cane ail the way from

the East to watch and nmake sure it was put up right.

in

That, sonny, is a device to keep that thing down
there fromtaking off again until we humans are
through with It.

Tenpus Non Fugit
The desk clerk at the placenent service sighed.

"You agai n?" "Yes," said Witely Spence un-
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happily. He was a little man with a little voice; it
al ways annoyed him No matter how he tried to

sound as if it did not matter how other people felt
about him that voice of his would insist on giving
hi m away- Ri ght now, he was suffering under the
clerk's scorn and his voice reveal ed the fact.

"What went wong this tine?" demanded the clerk

"My—er —enpl oyer absconded with the funds for
the charity drive," said Witely, neekly.

"Ch, if was that guy, was it?" said the clerk. "I was
readi ng about it in the newsfax. Well, | suppose now
you want us to find you sonething el se?"

"If you don't mnd."

"Well, | don't know, " grunbled the clerk, punch-

ing buttons on the desk before him "W don't have
too nmuch call for private business nanagers, any-

way, and with your record"—there was a buzz, and

a screen set in the desk before himlit up with Wite-
ly's dossier—we've fixed you up with five different
enpl oyers, and you haven't been able to stick with
any of them There was this boxer first—

180
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"But he got married, and his wife nade himquit,"
said Wiitely, hurriedly. "He didn't need nme any
nore.'

"Then this rich fella; all you had to do was keep
track of his investnents—=

"Il -er—don't drink," said Witely. "And he—

"Says here your puritanic attitudes nade hi mun-
confortable. Then there's the used helicopter deal er—=

"But he cheated his custoners outrageously," pro-
tested Whitely. "I couldn't in conscience—=

"The old | ady with philanthropi es—
"I was allergic to her cats."

"And now this last guy. Well," said the clerk. "I
don't know what we can do for you. | suppose there's
no technical blame to be hung on you for this string
of failures, but clients don't like our recomrendi ng
someone with a record |ike yours. Ever think of going
into sone other line of work?"

"But | put in ten years of college and field work,"
said Wiitely. "It takes that rmuch to qualify for a
busi ness manager's private certificate. You nust have
sonet hing. "
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"Wellll," drawmed the clerk, "I'don't say we don't.
But | don't recomrend it." He punched a few nore
buttons, and a new series of lines flipped into exis-
tence on his desk screen. "There's one chance here.
An inventor. Ten percent of his gross incone to his
busi ness manager."

"Ten percent!" Wiitely goggled at this liberality.
Two percent was the nobst he had ever hoped for
Then his native caution tugged at his el bow "Er—+
suppose he nakes an adequate gross inconme?"

"Strict anpbunt confidential," replied the clerk. "Au-
thorized however to informyou in six figure bracket."

"Six figures!" Witely reeled. This was too good to
be true. After all his trouble, to stunble on a job
payi ng a m ni mum of ten thousand credits a year.
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Hi s heart pal pitated. "Wat-—what's wong with the
j ob?"

"Wong? Nothing!" said the clerk, stiffly. "Never
anything wong with the jobs we handle. It's just
that this one's for Hobart G ogan."

"Hobart Grogan?" said Witely, nystified

"Don't know hin? Well— said the clerk, with a
cough. "He's a bit eccentric; you know how i nventors
are. The | ast dozen or so managers we've sent him al
quit. Up to you, of course.”

VWhiteiy thought it over. On one hand, the job for
this unknown and rather terrify ing-sound ing inven-
tor; on the other hand—Whitely thought of the fact
that there remained less than twenty credits in his
central account, and that all the other placenent
agencies in town had turned hi m down.

"You," the voice of the clerk interrupted his con-
siderings, "mght be just the sort of man to get al ong
with Grogan. And ten thousand a year and up—

"Il take it," said Witely.

Hobart Grogan, true to the best tenets of eccentric-
ity, lived on the outskirts of town, in a large spraw -
i ng house of bubble plastic, the roons of which seened
filled and jamed with all sorts of equipment in

total disregard for their original intended function

No one answered the door speaker; and since the
door was ajar, Wiitely entered and wandered to and
fro through the building until he cane at last to a
cl osed door with a do not disturb sign hung upon it.
Whitely hesitated for a nonent, then diffidently
knocked.

Si | ence.

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (134 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:07 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt

He knocked agai n; sonewhat harder this tine.
"Conme in!" barked an irascible voice.

Wi tely gul ped, adjusted his tunic scarf, and en-

tered. In a small, square roomlittered with papers, a
confortabl e couch and an over-size desk, a tall, thin
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man with a red beard sat busily rattling anay at a
typer. He did not look up as Witely entered. H's
eyes continued to glare at the page in his typer, and
hi s beard bristled,

"Bah!" he snorted.
Wi | el y approached.

"l don't nean to disturb you— he began, having
reached Hobart Grogan's el bow.

"Well you are," growl ed Grogan through his beard,
still not lifting his eyes fromhis typer. "Wo are you,

} .

o>
anyway

"The Professional Placenment service sent ne." said

VWhitely. "I'm a business manager. |—
"File B," said Gogan.
"What ?"

"File B!'" roared Grogan, suddenly. "Do | have to
expl ain everything to everybody in words of one syl -
| abl e? Damm the world' s nunbskulls! B for Bills; B
for Bank statenment. In the filing cabinet, whatever-
your - name-is."

"Whiteiy Spence,” said Witely, faintly.

"B, Spence! B! Be astute! "Be alive. Bal ance ny
accounts. "

Sonewhat stunned, Wiitely tottered over to the
filing cabinet, found the file in question (cramred
with bills) and went to work. At the end of half an
hour, he shyly approached Grogan who was still

typi ng-
"Er—M. G ogan— he said.
G ogan sai d not hi ng.

"M. Gogan," went on Witely, his voice gaining
firmess. "You seemto be somewhat in debt."

Still, Grogan said nothing.
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"You seem" said Witely, "to have run up a bill
with United El ectronics for six thousand, two hun-
dred and fifty credits. Your bank bal ance shows only
one thousand, nine hundred and thirty-one credits,
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| eaving a deficit of four thousand, three hundred and
nineteen credits." He waited.

"M. G ogan—

"Shut up will you!" said G ogan, suddenly. "I want
to finish this silly story."

Wiitely stared.
"Silly story?" he echoed in sonething |ike a squeak.

The typer machi ne-gunned on for a few lines, then
st opped abruptly.

"Certainly, silly story," said Grogan, conplacently
turning fromthe typer. "A story which is silly; |
wite themfor nmy own anusenent."

To prove his point, he glanced at the | ast page he
had witten and burst into a guffaw of |aughter, his
red beard jiggling madly.

"Listen to this— he began.

"M. Gogan!" interrupted Wiitely firmy. He was
determned to nake a success ot this |ast chance of
his; he told hinself that it was going to be necessary
to be decisive with his enployer. "This is no tine for
stories, silly or otherw se. The amount |acking to
meet your current conmitnents is four thousand,

three hundred and nineteen credits. As your business
manager, | want to know if you have any means of
raising it."

"Certainly," said Gogan. "Sell sonething."
"Sell what?"

"Anything," said Gogan with an airy wave of his
hand. "Don't bother ne with details; just take sone-
thing and sell it. Sinple procedure/' he nmuttered
into his beard. "Don't know why / have to be the one
to suggest things all the tine."

VWhitely quivered inside |ike a vanilla puddi ng, but
his courage was up. "Grogan!" he said, manfully.
"This won't do. | don't know what you will want to
keep and what you won't want to. You—

"Bah!" snorted Grogan, exploding out of his chair.
He shot out of the room and returned a nonment | ater
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with a small device somewhat resenbling an archaic
crystal set, which he shoved into Wiitely's hands-
"Here!" he roared.

Whitely took it, hesitantly. "Wat i;i iP"

"A tenporal determinant," said G ogan.

Wi tely Spence gul ped. Past experience had taught”
hi m t hat enpl oyers hat ed expl ai ni ng t hensel ves". *!
"What," inquired Wiitely, "is a tenporal deter-

m nant ?"

Grogan, it seenmed, was no exception to the genera
rul e about enployers. He i medi ately began to swear
at Whitely in sonmething that sounded |ike Low Dutch
"—stupid oaf!" he thundered, energing at last into
English. "Wat could a tenporal deterninant be,

but a determinant of tenporal factors? In other words,
fool, it deternines what line it is."

"A sort of clock?" hazarded Witely, weakly.

"Not clock, idiot!" snarled Gogan. "A clock notes
time, it doesn't determine it. You |look at a clock to
find out what tine it is; you set this to nake it the
time you want."

Real i zati on struck WiiteTy like a thunderbolt. A
warm blissful wave flowed over him and visions of
mllion dollar checks (nmade out to Grogan) and hun-
dred thousand dol |l ar checks (rmade out to W Spence)
danced before his eyes.

"A tinme machine," he breathed. He touched it with
trenbling, reverent fingers. "Can | try it now?"

Grogan reached over and touched a small dial on
the set. "Forward, or back?"

Wiitely hesitated. Maybe it might be dangerous.
"Back," he said. "About half an hour or so."
Grogan tw sted the dial. The room vani shed
Whitely knocked diffidently at the door.

Si | ence.

He knocked agai n, sonewhat harder this tine.
"Come in!" barked an irascible voice.
He gul ped, adjusted his tunic scarf and entered—
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But this is ridiculous, thought Witely. |I'mjust

doi ng the same thing over again. And he strained
desperately agai nst the unbreakable fabric of the Es-
tabli shed Past, but could not alter it. Only with the
tenporal determ nant, that was outside of Time, and

i ndependent of it, did he have freedom of action
Frantically he twisted the dia! in the opposite direction

It was night. The roomwas the sanme, except that
Grogan was placidly snmoking a pipe in a corner and
listening to Brahns' Second Synphony on his col ore-
corder.

"There you are finally," said Gogan. "You nust
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have gone to the full forward limt of the deter-
m nant . "

Wiitely drew a deep, relieved breath. "Wat is the
limt?"

"Seven hours and twenty-three m nutes—approx-
imately," said Grogan. "After that, the probability

i ndex drops below the line of precise |ogical devel op-
ment. 1 could show you the mat hemati cs—but then

you woul dn't understand it, anyway. O course you

can go as far back along your own lifeline as you

wi sh, although if you went too far back there m ght

be some practical considerations preventing your re-
turn. However—you'd better be getting back."

"Getting back?" echoed Witely.

"Certainly," said Grogan. "Back to the point at

whi ch you started your novenents in time. It's now
nine o' clock at night. After you cane fromhere this
afternoon, you talked to me for a couple of ninutes
and then dashed out as if your tail was on fire."

"Where was | goi ng?" asked Witely.

"You didn't say," replied Grogan, dryly; and,
reaching over, twisted the dial back to its origina
posi tion.
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"Satisfied?" asked G ogan.

Wiitely | ooked around him It was daylight again;
the determ nant was still in his hands.

"Where am | goi ng?" he demanded excitedly.

"What do you nean-where are you goi ng?" snapped
Grogan. "Try to be explicit, Witely. | knowit's a
strain, but try."

"I was just seven hours and twenty-three m nutes—
or something like that—n the future," babbl ed
VWhitely. "And you said that after | got back here,
went somnepl ace suddenly. And-since | haven't actu-
ally gone, yet, | don't know where | went | thought
you could tell me where to go."

Grogan's face lit up with a happy smile. "Bless

you, Whitely; you have brightened ny day for ne.

It's so seldomin a man's |ife that opportunities |ike
this occur. O course I'll tell you where to go."

And he did—n detail. It took about five m nutes.

"That wasn't," said Witely, indignantly, after
Grogan had finished, "what | neant."
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"Naturally not," answered Grogan, and burst into
a roar of laughter.

"Well," said Witely, red-faced, after Grogan's guf-
faws had toned down to chuckles, "you might tell me
why | found nyself repeating what |I'd done before,
on ny trip into the past."

Grogan sobered up. "The past is inmutable. A
this hogwash about alternate futures is so nmuch pig
swill."

"Ch," said Witely, and | apsed into thoughtful

si | ence-

"Wl l," rasped Grogan, inpatiently. "You wanted
somet hing to make noney from to pay that little bil
of mne. Take the blasted thing out and sell it, or

hock it, or something."

"Sel I ?" muttered Whitely. "Hock™* No, no—ticense,
that's what we'll do with it."

And, with that, he rushed out the door
188 Gordon R Dickson

United Electronics was a large outfit. It not only sold
to people like Grogan, it also bought from people |ike
hi m when they came up with sonething United El ec-
tronics would find useful. And Whitely already had a
noddi ng acquai ntance with the purchasi ng agent, as

a result of his short interlude with the rich gentle-
man who had been offended by Wiitely's | ack of

taste for liquor. Consequently, it was to United El ec-
tronics that Wiitely took hinself as soon as he had
taken the trouble of putting the determ nant under
interimregistration at the local branch of the patent
of fice.

The purchasi ng agent, however, was out when

Wiitely arrived; consequently Witely had no choice
but to sit in a state of mserable inpatience for three
hours. Trying to track the U E. man down t hrough
the maze of buildings would only have resulted in
Wiitely's nmissing himaltogether. Witely found him
self as he sat wishing rather wistfully that G ogan
woul d i nvent a device for tracking down purchasing
agents. But no, sonehow Wiitely felt in his bones
that what G- ogan would invent would al ways be
sonet hi ng he needed, or found interesting.

Eventual |y, however, the man in question, a thin,
forty-year-old by the nane of Cooper MBray, re-
t ur ned.

"Ah, Spence," he said snoothly. "You wanted to
see nme?"

Wiitely | ooked at this conplacent, thinning-haired
figure in its neat business suit of tweed; a vicious
desire to ruffle the man's cal m possessed him "For
three hours," he said. between clenched teeth, "I've
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been sitting here with a device that can nake five
mllion a year for the firmthat markets it—and you
ask ne if | want to see you."

"Now, now, Spence," said MBray, who was used
to exaggerated cl ains, "haste nmakes waste, you know.
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Cone into the office, here." He led the way into the
panel | ed roomthat was his headquarters.

"Now, " he repeated, sitting down and wavi ng
Wiitely into a chair, "what have you got, Spence?
My secretary says you're with Grogan. Never net
him nyself, but | understand he's a firecracker.
What's the gi nmi ck?"

"The gimm ck, as you put it," said Witely, |ean-
ing across the desk toward him "is a tenporal
determ nant."

"And what," asked McBray, "is a tenporal deter-
m nant ?"

For a monent, Witely felt a small wistful desire
to be able to swear in Low Dutch. Bravely, he

squel ched the wish. "To you," he said dryly, "a tine
machi ne "

McBray | eaned back in his chair and | aughed until
tears glistened in his eyes.

"Well, well, well,” he said. "So it's a tinme m-

chine, is iP"
"Yes," said Witely. "It is."

McBray | eaned forward and wi ped his eyes. "Come

now, Spence," he said. "After all, ny working day is
rather a full one. And you've had your joke. Now,
what is it you' ve really got there."

Wiitely | eaned forward and put the tenporal de-
termnant in MBray's hands. "Wich way," he asked,
"would you like to go. Forward in time? O back?"

"Ch, let's say—back," answered MBray, with a
chuckl e. He was still chuckling when Spence set the
dial for five mnutes earlier.

From Spence's point of view, the proceedi ngs were
unspectacular. One minute, MBray was beam ng

with merriment; the next, he was sitting back abruptly
in the chair behind his desk, his face grave, his fore-
head beaded wi th sweat.

Wiitely | eaned over and took the tenporal deter-
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m nant from his unresisting hands. "Good Lord!"
gasped McBray.
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"You had to live through those last five mnutes of
your life all over again, didn't you?" said Witeiy.

"l couldn't do anything about it—t was awful —

The purchasi ng agent began to pull hinself together
He wi ped his face with a shaking hand. "I'Il concede
you' ve got sonething val uabl e there, Spence. How
much do you want for it?"

"I't's not tor sale," replied Witeiy, succinctly. "But
we m ght be persuaded to |icense your manufacture

of the tenporal delermnant at a hundred thousand

a year."

McBray started up out of his chair. "A hundred
thou—you' re crazy, man!"

Wil ely shrugged; it felt good to be on the dom -

nant side for a change. "You can see for yourself," he
sai d, bal ancing the tenporal determ nant carel essly

in one' hand, "there's nothing nuch to the manufac-
ture of the device. And we guarantee it for seven
hours and twenty-three mnutes into the future, and

as far as you wish into the past al ong your own
lifeline. There's lots of small conpanies that woul d
hock their eyeteeth to get the advantage over U E

that this would give them"

"But a hundred thousand a year' |'ve got no au-
thority to nake that kind of deal."

"In that case," said Witeiy, sweetly, "I suggest
you take me to someone who has.”

"Why— spluttered McBray, "nobody but the Pres-
i dent of the Board coul d-+'d be | aughed out of ny

job if I took you to himwith a proposal like that."
Wiiteiy got to his feet. "In that case, |'d better be
goi ng. "

McBray came swiftly around the desk to intercept

him "Never mind," he said grimy. "You know I

can't take the risk of letting this get out of mnmy hands.
The whole matter will go to old Conninger, after his
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of fice hours—and the bl ood of us both be on your
head! "

Cyril P. Conninger, President of United El ectronics,
was a nan who |iked good food. He was al so a nman

who, when he said a thing, neant it, people who did
not recognize this fact were not |ong associated with
Cynl P. Conni nger

Consequently, it was, that after having spent sev-

eral tiresone hours in |locating the President of the
Board at his Golden Hills estate and drivi ng out
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there, Wiiteiy Spence and McBray were further con-
strained to wait while Conninger finished a leisurely
and extensive dinner. Conninger had nmade it a rule
never to be interrupted at neals, the iron-faced
butler informed McBray of this fact. MBray sat down
with a sigh to wait. So, perforce, did Witeiy.

Finally, at some indetermnate tine after 8:30
(Whitely's watch, perhaps sonewhat baffled by its
experiences with Tine, seemed to have given up run-
ning at all) he found hinself face-to-face with his
potential custoner.

"Well, McBray," said Conninger, settling heavily
into an overstuffed chair in the library. "Wozis?
Hah?"

"Excuse us for butting in this way, M. Conninger,"
replied the purchasing agent, nervously. "But M.
Spence here has a rather unusual item the manufac-
ture rights of which he wants to license to us for a
rat her high sum™

"Ho?" said the President of United El ectronics.
"Hah?" He | ooked at Whiteiy curiously, as if doubt-
ful whether that individual wasn't sonething that
the second nmaid should be called to sweep up and
carry out on a dustpan.

"He has," said the perspiring MBray, "a tine-
travel ing device."

192 CGordon R Dickson

"Heh?" ejacul ated Conninger. startled. Then, as
compr ehensi on struck hi m—=Haw Haw "

"You can | augh," snapped Wiitely, "But |'ve got it
and it works. If sone other conpany gets it they
could put United El ectronics out of business in one
year."

Cyril P. Conninger's good hunor evaporated somne-
what suddenly. These were fighting words. "Ho?" he
barked. "lzato? Lemeseeit! \Watzit?"

VWhitely exhibited the tenporal determ nant. "You
can go either forward or backward in time." He smled
enticingly.

"Wul d you care for a denonstration?"
"Uh!" grunted Conninger, in vigorous affirmative.

VWhitely thrust the device into the other man's
hands. He twi sted the dial

"Ho— began Conninger in alarm He was cut off
abruptly, sat perfectly notionless for a second, then
began to trenble violently. H's face had turned a
deci ded green.

"M . Conninger!" cried McBray, alarned. "Are you

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (142 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:07 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt
all right?"

The President of the Board gul ped, choked, swal -

|l oned, and finally found voice. "All right, you dam
fool' Al right, you stupid idiot! OF course |I'mnot all
right. How would you feel if you had just eaten two

full size dinners in a row?"

He groaned, massaging his anple stomach ten-
derly. Wiitely took advantage of the diversion to
repossess hinself of the determ nant.

"Hey!" cried Conninger, realizing his loss. "G me
that here!™

"Not," said Witely, snoothly, "until you've agreed
tony terns."

"Terns? Hey! What terns?"

"One—ene hundred t housand a year for manufac-
turing rights," quavered MBray.

"One hundred—gug!" choked Conni nger. He qui v-
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ered as if the tenporal determ nant had just nade
anot her assault on his stonach. Then, because he
was after all a businessnman, he said—"Five thou-
sand. "

"Goodbye, " said Witely.

"Si xty thousand."

"Don't be ridicul ous."

"A'l right, blast you, sixty-five thousand."

Wiitely came over and patted Cyril P. Conninger

on the shoul der. Sonething that had never been done
to himbefore in the nenory of anyone connected
with United El ectronics.

"I realize," said Witely, "that you're actually trying
to nake a deal. The trouble is just that you're too
used to thinking in terns of these piddling little
sums. "Il tell you what 1'lIl do. I'Il drop my price to
ni nety-five thousand to show that small considera-
tions don't weigh with me. Now you can tell the

Board that you saved them some noney."

Conni nger purpl ed and opened his nouth. It turned
out that he, also, could swear in Low Dutch—er at
| east sonet hing that soundeohremarkably like it.

"—and seventy-five thousand is my last offer. Not
a tenth-credit nore; and be dammed to you!"

VWhitely smled- Actually, seventy-five thousand was
far more than he had expected. He | eaned forward

and spoke very distinctly. "I'll take— he began—
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and di sappear ed.

It was night. The roomwas Grogan's room He was
N placidly snoking a pipe in one corner and |i stening
to Brahnms' Second Synphony on his col orecorder.

"There you are finally," said G ogan. "You nust
have gone forward to the full limt of the deter-
m nant . "

Wiitely drew a deep, relieved breath. "Wat is the
limt?"

"Seven hours and twenty-three m nutes—approx-
194 Gordon R Dickson

imately," said Gogan. "After that, the probability

i ndex drops below the line of precise |ogical devel op-
ment. | could show you the mat hemati cs—but then

you woul dn't understand it, anyway. O course you

can go as far back along your own lifeline as you

wi sh, although if you went too far back there night

be some practical considerations preventing your re-
turn. However—you'd better be getting back."

"CGetting back?" echoed Wiitely.

"Certainly," said Grogan. "Back to the point at

whi ch you started your novenents in tinme. It's now
nine o' clock at night. After you cane fromhere this
afternoon, you talked to ne for a couple of mnutes
and t hen dashed out as if your tail was on fire."

"Where was | goi ng?" asked Witely.

"You didn't say," replied Grogan, dryly; and, reach-
ing over, twisted the dial back to its original position

Then Whitely was back in the library of Cyril P
Conninger. "I'l! take seventy-five thousand," he said,
hastily.

Silence greeted this remark. Wiitely | ooked from

Presi dent to purchasing agent, from Conni nger to
McBray, and felt his heart sink as he noticed a subtle
and unfavorable difference in the attitudes of the two
facing him

What had happened?

And then realization struck him He had not come
back to the sanme nonent that he had | eft. I|nstead,
he had been missing for a length of tinme equal to
that which his conversation with Grogan had re-
quired. And in that tine—he could tell it by the sly
| ooks on their faces—€onni nger and McBray had

cooked up sonething between them

"Ho, ho," chortled Conni nger

"Heh, heh, heh," rasped MBray.
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"Seventy-five thousand," echoed Conni nger, "he
says. "

TEMPUS NON FUG T
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"Don't tell me you take our little joke seriously,"”
said McBray -

"Yes," said Witely, grimy. "I did and do. Do you

want to tal k business, or don't you?"

"Conme now, Spence," said McBray. "You didn't
really think that we'd pay seventy-five thousand a
year for the rights to manufacture a nere toy?"

"Toy?" said Witely.

"Toy," said McBray. "I imagine some people night

find it entertaining to repeat small portions of their
lives—but hardly at the cost of buying such an ex-
pensi ve gadget as this. But nobody in his senses woul d
want to shorten his apparent |ife by hopping seven
hours and some mnutes into the future. | really

can't think of any good commercial use for the deter-
m nant. And on the other hand, think of the uncer-
tainty, the danger. Rather a dangerous gadget, don't
you think, M. Conninger?"

"Absolutely, MBray," replied Conninger. "CQught

to be a | aw. Dangerous plaything. No good use for it
M ght wite the papers about it nyself if it shows up
on the market."

"OfF course, Spence," said McBray, delicately, "I
suppose we could still buy it fromyou—rerely as a
curiosity for devel opment in our own tabs. But the
price woul d be closer to seven hundred and fifty than
seventy-five thousand credits. That, | would say, is
about what it's worth. Since we can't think of any
practical use for it. O can you, Spence?"

Wi tely thought desperately.
Coul d he?

He coul d not.

"Wl | ?" said MBray.

For once in Wiitely's life anger got the better of
hi s good nature and expl oded out of him

"No, | can't!" he snapped, junping to his feet.
"But I'Il tell you one thing. Practical use, or no prac-
tical use, you're not getting your hands on this. And
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what's nore, I'I|l bet there is a practical use, and |'m

going to find it. And then if you want it, you're going
to have to pay through the nose for it!"
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And he stal ked out.

On his way back to Grogan's, Witely contenpl ated

the tenporal determinant sadly. It was ail very well
to say confidently that he was going to find a use for
it; but it was another matter entirely to go about
doi ng so. He chewed his lower lip thoughtfully.
McBray and Conni nger's ganme was clear. They woul d
start circulating the word that the T.D. was danger-
ous and uncommercial, and that they had turned it
down for that reason. Wth such a rumor circul ating
none of the smaller outfits would dare touch it. O
course, someone would take it eventually; but by

that time the Conninger |abs, briefed by MBray's
skill ed observation of the determ nant Wiitely had
showed him would be well on the way to com ng out
with their owmn determnant, with just enough change
to get around the patent |laws. Witely's and G ogan's
only hope was to get the determ nant on the market
first.

There nust be sonme sort of practical use for the
thing- Wiitely knotted his brows. Perhaps he and
Grogan could try manufacturing tenporal determ -
nants on a small scal e thensel ves and selling them
to retail outlets as curiosities

"Grogan," said Wiitely, coming into Grogan's room
a fewmnutes later. "How nuch did it cost us to
make the tenporal deterninant?"

Grogan was once nore busy at the typer. "Don't
interrupt ne," he growed. "I'mhaving a small sci-
entific discussion with one of these Europeans. \Wat's
a col l oqui a! phrase in German neani ng "obstinate

nmor on' ?"
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"Way, | don't know," said Witely, caught off
bal ance.

"l hate to use the word dummkopf again." reflected
Gogan. "lI've already used it twelve tinmes in this one
letter. Ch, well =

His typer rattled busily for a nonent, then stopped.

"Now," he said, turning to Witely. "Wat was
that? Ch, cost. Let nme see—there, about four hun-
dred and fifty credits worth of parts there, and of
course nmy own tinme would be worth at | east another
t housand—nsof ar as you can put a price on tine as
val uabl e as mine."

"Four hundred and fifty credits worth of parts!"”
echoed Wiitely weakly.

"Naturally," said Grogan. "I hate maki ng anythi ng

out of cheap shoddy materials. That little round af-

fair that looks like a button is really a bank of fifteen
m crocells matched to ny specifications. And those
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i nsul ators, though you can't see them are comer-
cial dianonds because of their useful heat con-
ductivity.

"Couldn't," quavered Whitely,. "couldn't the tem
poral determ nant possibly be made out of materi al
just alittle | ess expensive?"

"What ?" snorted Grogan, wathfully. "I'd as soon
cut off nmy right armand anyway, no, it couldn't."

Spence groaned and sat down heavily. "It's no
good, then. "

Grogan's beard bristled. "Sonething / nade?" he
t hundered. "No good?"

Whitely quivered.

"What | nmean is," he explained, "there's no com
mercial use for the T.D."

"Whay in the devil's nane should there be?"

"Look, M. Gogan," explained Witely, desper-
ately. "Nobody will pay us for the T.D. unless they
think they can make noney thenselves off it." And
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he toid G ogan about his interview w th Conni nger
and MBray.

"Bah!" erupted Grogan, when he had finished. "Peo-
ple are inbeciles. I'lIl go talk to them nyself."

Wiiteiy junped to his feet, his face lighting up
with hope. "Do you know a use for the T.D., then?"

"Of course not!" snapped G ogan. "But we've got
to fly out to Conninger's place. 1'Il think up a use on
the way."

M. Conninger and M. MBray were occupied, the

i npenetrabl e butler inforned them when they ar-

rived. It was too late and they had left orders not to
be disturbed, particularly by any gentl emen whose
initials were W S. He regretted therefore, but—

"Don't," interrupted Grogan harshly, at this point
in the conversation.

The butler raised his eyebrows with |lofty scorn.
"Don't?" he echoed, with armused tol erance.

"Don't regret it; because we're going in anyway,"
snapped Grogan. "Just scuttle on down the hall there
and i nformyour M. Conninger that Hobart G ogan

is here to see him™"

Slowy, the iron visage of the butler crunpled and
sof tened. A worshipful |ook cane into his eyes. "Ho-
bart G ogan?"
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"The same," said G ogan.

"Not —aot — stanmered the butler, "the Hobart

Grogan who wote the article entitled ' The Appli ca-
tion of the Theory of Finite Discontinuity of Func-
tions to States of Quantised Probability,' in the
Decenber issue of the Mathematical JoumaP"

"I am" said Gogan.

"Sir," said the butler, "may | have the honor of
shaki ng your hand?"

"You may." said G ogan.
They shook hands.
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"And now, sir," said the butler, "M. Conninger
will see you in the library."

"But —but you sai d— stammered Witeiy.

"Sir." said the butler, sinply, "there are in the
wor | d today, over eight hundred nen equal in posi-
tion and financial resources to M. Conninger; but
there are only seventy-three bonafide butlers."

He inclined his head and stal ked off down the hall.
I nside of a couple of minutes he returned. "M.
Conni nger will see you now, gentlemen.”

Whiteiy and Grogan went down the hall and into the
l'ibrary.

"Wl | ?" demanded McBray, nastily, as they entered.

"Are you Conni nger?" asked Grogan, |ooking at the
pur chasi ng agent inquiringly.

"No," answered McBray, "I'm-=

"Then what the devil are you interrupting the con-
versation for?" snapped Grogan. "I cane here to talk
to Conni nger. Who's Conni nger?"

"l am" said the President_of the Board of United
El ectroni cs.

"Whiteiy tells me you can't think of a use for ny
tenmporal determ nant."”

"I —= began Conni nger.

"Shut up," said Gogan, peevishly. "Nobody has

any manners these days—nterrupting all the tine. |
shoul d, of course, have foreseen this eventuality. Any
i busi nessman wi th i magi nati on woul d hardly waste

-( his time in business. The obvious solution to the
probl em of course is for you to market the tenporal
det ermi nant under sonme such snappy title as the

Handy Pocket Ti nesaver."
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"But it doesn't save tine," objected MBray.

"Ass!" roared Grogan, turning on the purchasing
agent. "Of course it doesn't; Tine is inelastic and
permanent. No man has nore of it than can be con-
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tained in his lifetinme. However, judicious use of the
temporal determinant will allow people to nmake prof-
itabl e use of time that is otherw se wasted. —Mbron!"
He gl owered at MBray.

"Hey!" said Conninger, rousing hinmself to articu-
| at e speech. "How?"

Grogan drew a |l ong, patient breath.

"For the benefit of your limted perceptions," he
said, "I will diagramthe procedure. One Sunday
afternoon, you find yourself at home with nothing to
do for four hours- So, with the tenporal deterninant
you junp ahead to dinner tine. On the follow ng
Monday, you find yourself with an interesting little
problemin tensor calculus but not the tine to work
it out in. So you hop back to Sunday afternoon and
fill in the vacant four hours with your problem and
what ever ot her small enthusiasns occur to you. |f, of
course, you had sat around doing nothing all Sunday
afternoon, the tine would be filled; and if then you
went back via the tenporal determnant, you woul d
sinmply have to live through the period of sitting
around, again. But, since you hopped over those four
hours, they remain a blank space in tinme that you
can later use for any activity you like."

McBray said, "Sure, | get it. And if you can expand
the period, then we can put it on a nore popul ar
level. Say that a fellows all ready to bring his girl
friend a dianond ring—en, oh, April 11th. That is, he
expects the cash in that day. Then he learns that it
won't cone through until April 25th.

"So he hops ahead to April 25th, picks up the

dough and takes it back to the 11th. Then he can buy
the ring when he planned, and he and his tootsie U
be happy."

There was a nonent of silence in the library. Then
Wiitely spoke up. "And," he said, naking no at-
tenpt to keep the triunmph out of his voice, "we'll
license the rights to manufacture to you for—
TEMPUS NON FUG T
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"Four thousand, three hundred and ni net een cred-
its," interrupted G ogan.

"No!" shrieked Witely, "you—=

"Wasn't that the anount you said we needed?"

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (149 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:07 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt
asked Grogan.
"Yes, but—= cried Wiitely, "it's not enough. |I—=

"Quite right!" said Gogan, "I'mglad you reni nded
me. My trip over here, and ny val uable advice, wll
have to be charged for. Five thousand, three hundred
and ni neteen credits. Conninger."

"Done!" cried the President of United El ectronics,

| eaping fromhis chair with surprising agility. "Here,
I"l'l scratch down a tenporary contract and you can
sign over now. Got a pen, MBray? G nme! Thanks."

"Very good," said Grogan, reading over Conninger's
shoul der as the pen traveled furiously across the pa-
per. "I'll be glad to sign. Wat are you choking for,
VWi tel y? Nonsense, don't bother ne now How many
times nust | harp on the bad manners of interrup-
tions. Take a lesson fromnme. | never interrupt. Cour-
tesy, to my mind, is beyond price. —Fhe pen? Thanks."

Grogan si gned.

"A fine stroke of business," said Grogan, as they
drove back to his house. "Even if | had to do it all
mysel f. Sinple enough to beat these businessnen at
their own gane if you sinply keep your wits about
you! "

"You— stuttered Wiitely, finally finding his voice.
"They offered ne seventy-five thousand for that |i-
cense earlier today. And they would have paid eighty-
five. That's what | was trying to tell you before you
signed, but you kept shutting ne up."

Hi s words rang somewhat wildly in the close com
partnment of Grogan's helicopter, in which they were
Wi ngi ng their way honmeward through the night. At
the controls, G ogan sat inpassively, now and then
touching the pitch controls with a delicate finger.
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For a second after Witely's words died away there
was silence in the cab as G ogan peered thoughtfully
out and down at the city beneath.

"Well, Wiitely," he said, finally settling back in

his seat. "Wat you say may be true; | would be the
| ast person to accuse you of saying sonething that
was not true. Indeed, | will admit we mght possibly

have squeezed a few nore credits out of them But
that woul d have forced themto raise the price of
tenmporal determ nants beyond the reach of all but

the very rich. By shrewdly | owering my own price, |
maneuvered theminto keeping theirs down. More

sets will sell. There will be nore noney in circul a-
tion. They will nake greater profits and consequently
be able to lower their prices on other articles they
manufacture. | will be able to buy equi pment nore
cheaply."
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And, satisfied with hinself again, G ogan gazed

happi |l y out the helicopter w ndow and hummed

Brahnms' Second Synphony contentedly to hinself.

In the other seat, over against the far wi ndow, Witely
sai d nothing. But he thought of a percentage com

m ssion check for ten thousand credits nade out to
hinsel f, and his eyes filled with tears.

Cl oak and Stagger

First it was just a haze of light. Then it was some-
thing distant and white, with a dark bl ob swim

mng against it. Then it all cleared; and the white was
the ceiling and the blob was the face of a medician.

"Hello. Torm boy," said the medician. "Easy, now.
How s the head?"

Torm Li ndsay reached up and felt a skullcap ban-
dage snooth and tight under his fingers. "Wuzzat?"
he sai d.

"I''l'l take it off now " said the medician. Hi s hands
went to Lindsay's head, and Tormcould feel the
bandage bei ng peel ed and rol |l ed back. "Now how

does it feel ?"

"Feels fine," said Torm his voice strengthening.

"Fine. Not the best operating conditions here, you
know. How d' you feel ?"

"Feel ?" For a long nonment Tormjust lay silent,
puzzling over this last question. Feel? How did he
feel? He certainly felt different than he had ever felt
before. O had he once—a long time ago . . . ? The
menory, if it was a nenory, slipped fromhis mnd's
searching fingers and was gone

"I feel fine," he said.
203
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"At aboy." The nedician hel ped himup off the | ong,
narrow table with its white cover. "Take it slow and
easy now, the aliens have the oxygen up around the
enbassy again. Breathe slowy and naturally. Don't
try to nove too fast."

Tormtried it. The roomand everything in it fciegan
to settle around hi monce nore. "Now what ?"

"Room 243," said the nedician. "She's waiting for
you. "

"Who' s waiting?"
The nedician peered at him "Don't you know?"

Suddenly Tormrenenbered. It all bl ossonmed out
inside of himat once; and it seened to hi msuddenly
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that it was the best, the nost wonderful, and the
funni est thing he had ever known. He started to | augh
and his laughter nounted until he was |eaning hel p-

| essly on the nmedician and whooping in his ear

"I'"'ma spy!" he yel ped delightedly.

The nedician's face went white. He glanced franti -
cally around him "For . . - Torm you crazy fool
Keep it down! Keep your voice down!"

Turning the corner of the corridor |eading to room
243 of the Human Enbassy to the alien Federation of
Peopl es, on Arcturus Five (there was a peculiar feel-
ing of dizziness acconpanying the action, as if he
had been turning corridors all norni ng—but not an
unpl easant feeling at all; Torm Lindsay could hardly
renenber ever having felt so good) he cane face to
face with a mirror. Fromit, his own inage beaned
back at him pug nose, blue eyes, all the nornal
attributes. He was wearing, he noted, his formal,
one-piece suit of diplomatic black with the Green
Earth enblem on the chest. A pleasant sight.

"H, nme," said Lindsay.

Looki ng beyond the mirror, down the corridor, he
saw t he doorway he was seeking and went on to and
through it. Inside was an office with a tall, shapely

CLOAK AND STAGGER
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brunette in the gold and white of a research nedician,
standing with her back to him searching through
the spools of a filing cabinet.

"Rrrufff!"™ Coming up behind, Lindsay gathered her
in his arms. For a nonment it was touch and go; but
then she managed to break away from him

"No, Torm" she said, getting a desk between them
"Not now. You sit down over there."

"But | love you," said Torm "I iove you madly,
Sel agh. "

Sel agh Maron, who had been about to say some-
thing, closed her nmouth and swallowed a little con-
vul sively. "This is no tinme to break the news to ne."

"You nmean | haven't told you before?" said Torm
frowning. "That's odd."

"Ch, is it?"

"OF course. |'ve loved you ever since they first sent
you out fromEarth."

"Torm wll you please sit down?"

Torm sat down. "Now, " said Sel agh, briskly, seat-
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ing herself in turn behind the desk, "I want you to
answer a few questions."

"Carry on."

" Name?"

"You know ny nane."

" Name?"

"Torm Al exander MTavi sh Li ndsay."
" Age?"

"Twent y-ei ght."

"Position?"

"Juni or attache, diplonmatic, Enbassy to the Fed-
eration, Arcturus Five."

"Present duty?"

"To reach by any possibl e neans the planetary
center of governnment, and bring our case to the at-
tention of the higher authorities.”

"And what is our case?"
"Ha!" said Torm "W haven't one."
206 Gordon R Dickson

"Torm " cried Selagh, sitting up in her chair.

"Well, what do you think? They've got unpteen

t housand races and half the galaxy. If they don't Iike
us, how can we nake then? If they don't want us.

what can we do about it?" Torm scratched the tip of
his nose. "Seens silly to ne."

"Torm that's not the point," retorted Sel agh,

swiftly. "The Representative they've assigned to dea
with us is just being obstructionistic, that's all. Your
job is just to find someone el se that Anbassador

Coran and Admiral Natek can take our case to."

"Ah, well . . ." Torm shrugged

Sel agh | ooked at him severely. "CGot it?"

"Yup!" said Torm with a yawn. "Makes no differ-

ence to me, anyhow "

"That's right." Selagh got up. "Come on now. "

The guard at the entrance stood to one side, stiff in
hi s maroon and gray uniform and they went in. The

of fice of the Human Ambassador to Arcturus was

long and wide, lit by the sane bright sourceless |ight-
ing that illum nated the whole interior of the em
bassy building. Around a table at the far end of the
roomsat three nen

No—Aot quite three. One had a curiously crippled

| ook about him On closer inspection, it could be
seen that he did not have the outjutting shoul der
bones that belong to the human skeleton- In their
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pl ace was sonething |ike a | arge double ball-and-
socket joint into which his arns fitted at the top, but
the details of which were hidden by the sort of |oose
snmock he wore. This structural peculiarity, and the
unvarying stillness of his expressionless face, tagged
himas an alien of one of the races which together

made up the humanly unknown nunbers and extent

of the Federation of Peoples.

"Ch, there you are," said Anbassador Coran, | ook-
ing up, his thin, Iined face under its gray hair alertly
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upon Sel agh and Torm as they cane up to the table.
He turned to the alien. "This, Representative, is the
young nan we're sending out."

The Federation Representative turned his unnov-
ing face to Torm His eyes were dark and | ustrous,
and seemed to burn with a deeply hidden light. He
stared at Torm

"Readi ng ny m nd?" asked Torm cheerfully.
"Li ndsay!" snapped Coran

The Representative raised one hand, slowy. The
hand, too, was very human, though sonewhat | ong
and fragile |ooking.

"It's all right. Ambassador," he said, in words | ack-
ing the faintest trace of any accent. "l've seen you
before; you' re Torm Li ndsay, aren't vou."

"Ri ght . "

"I thought so. No, Torm | wasn't reading your

mnd; | can't. We in the Federation, even the best of
us, can receive only what is consciously projected to
us. You people are not telepathicaily dunmb, you know.
Merely deaf —er rather, lacking in proper education
Now, Torm you've been warned that going outside

of the Enbassy may be—to ny mind, certainly wll
be—danger ous for you?"

"Check," said Lindsay.
"And you're going out of your own free will?"
"1 am"

The alien's hand di sappeared into the | ong sl eeve

of his snmock and cane out holding a small, netallic-
| ooki ng capsule. He handed it to Torm "Break this
with your thunbnail."

Tormdid; and a silver mst seened to rise from
the broken capsule, to flow about himand di sappear

"What's that?" asked Coran.

"Roughly the equival ent—but | should say a great
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deal better than one of your space suits," answered
the Representative. "It will ensure a constant physi-
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cal environnent for him H's own atnosphere, tem
perature, pressure, gravity, and so on."

The eyes of stocky Admiral Natek |it up eagerly,
then the gl ow faded resignedly. He had tried prying
| oose technical inprovenents fromthe Representa-
tive before this; and with no success.

"Sei agh," said Arbassador Coran, "will you take
Li ndsay to the door and start him out? Then cone
back here. We're going to ... just come back."

"Yes, sir," said Seiagh

She | ed Torm back out the door, down several |ev-

el s and along a corridor that ended in a small door
At her touch it slid back, revealing a short ranp

sl opi ng down to a wal kway that curved past the
enbassy building, and curved off to | ose itself anpbng
further buildings of the great city—ef which the hu-
mans, inprisoned in their enbassy, knew next to
not hi ng.

"There you are," Seiagh | ooked up into his face.
"Take care of yourself." Suddenly she threw her arns
around himand clung to him "Ch, take care of
yoursel fI"

"Hey . . ." began Torm But before he could re-
spond, she had ki ssed hi m qui ckly and pushed him
out onto the ranp. The door cl osed between them

and Lindsay was left staring foolishly at it.

"Well . . ." said Torm "Well . . ." After a noment
he shrugged his shoul ders and turned away. He went
down the slight slope of the ramp and turned to his
right on the wal kway.

s he stepped onto it, it seemed deserted. Aliens

of all types, observation fromthe Enbassy's wi n-
dows had inforned its human staff, seened to prefer
the sinplicity of disappearing fromone place and

A
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appearing in another, to nore ordinary and persona]
met hods of | oconotion. However, Torm Lindsay, being
only human, was finding an actual pleasure in stretch-
ing his legs; he strode along, whistling to hinself.

He had, however, covered only a short distance
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before he discovered that the wal k itself was noving
hi m al ong. When he stopped and | ooked down at his
feet, they seenmed to be firmy planted upon an im
nmovabl e surface. Wen he | ooked at the low walls
edgi ng the wal kway, he saw, however, that he was
undeni ably in notion. By way of experinent, Torm

sat down; he proceeded as easily and confortably as
bef ore.

"Marchons!" This renminded himof the Marsell aise,

and he sang a couple of verses. "Allans," he said. "A
| estaci on. Aus den bierstube. Rrrrapi do— he said,
l'iking the sound of the rolling r's "conrrem | os canros
del ferrrrocanril."

The wal k, apparently puzzled, slowed down and
stopped. Tormpatted it reassuringly. "That's all right,
boy. Just take ne to the nearest transportation center."

The wal k picked up speed again.

"Faster," ordered Torm

It went faster.

"Faster!" cried Torm

The edging walls began to blur with the speed.
"Faster!"

The wal k stopped abruptly—and sonehow wi t hout
snappi ng Lindsay's head of f at the neck. But at the
nmonent he was not so concerned with that as with
its evident disobedience to his conmand.

"What is this farce? | said—faster!" The wal k did
not stir. "Howwll | ever get to ... oh."

He had just noticed that he was halted opposite a
towering building that stretched inpossibly up out
of sight beside him

"I amthere? You are there!" he told hinself. He
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got to his feet with another charitable pat for the
wal kway. "Thanks—and pardon mny m sunder st and-
ing."

He turned and headed for the building s w de en-
trance. Just inside the shadow of it stood a tall

bi pedal alien with several extra joints in each of his
arns and legs. It looked at himwith | arge, spaniel-
|ike brown eyes set in a high, bony forehead that was
seamed wi th winkl es.

"H," said Tom "This the transportation center?"
The alien continued to stare at him Term pro-
duced a small cube of plastic. "My identification.”
The alien | ooked down at it. "Torm Li ndsay, Human
Enmbas— The cube abruptly di sappeared. Torm
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stared at his enpty fingers in some surprise

The alien unexpectedly produced anot her pair of

eyes fromthe winkles above the first pair. These
four now surveyed Torm Lindsay with interest, then

cl osed, one at a time, alnost in cadence, fromleft to
right, fromtop to bottom Apparently blind, the alien
turned and wal ked unerringly toward a snmall booth

i nside the doorway. Torm foll owed.

The door to the booth opened; the alien stepped

i nside; the door closed. Tormwaited. After a few
m nut es he knocked.

The door opened. The booth was enpty.

"Hrmmmm®?" Torm st epped i nside the booth hinsel f.
Behi nd himthe door closed. In the opposite side of
the booth, another door opened. Torm stepped out
and found that he was no longer in the | obby of the
tall building. He was possibly on the top of it—at
any rate, in some large, open area with what seened
to be a curtain of white light shimrering by itself off
at sone distance fromhim

The many-jointed alien was not in sight; but nearby
was what appeared to be an oversize G la nonster,

or sonething very like it, with bushy bl ack whiskers.
The whi skers were just now in the process of being
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retracted; as Lindsay watched, the alien split down
t he back.

A second |l ater, the essential creature began to strug-
gl e out through the crack, |eaving the heavy, di & -
carded skin behind. ' -

"Need a hand?" asked Tormpolitely.

The alien did not answer. It was al nbst conpletely -
out of the old skin now, revealing a pink, sem -
transparent new skin through which an assortnent

of organs could be seen dimy in palpitant notion.

"My congratulations,” said Torm "And now | won-

der if you could direct ne . " The alien abruptly
di sappeared. A monent |ater the old skin di sappeared
al so.

"Ah. well," said Torm philosophically, "it takes
all kinds." He | ooked about himand saw at sone

di stance away the shimering wait ol | umni nescence.
A nunber of aliens of all descriptions seened to be
com ng and going fromit.

"When in doubt," Torm Li ndsay advi sed hinsel f,
"follow the crowd." He comenced to stroll off in
the direction of the shimering wall

The walk to it was uneventful. Cccasionally, he had
to sidestep to avoid aliens of various shapes and sizes
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who appeared in his path. He was al nbst trapped
once, and was forced to detour, by a large hol e that
appeared before himfor no apparent reason, and
then as suddenly cl osed up again. And he stopped to
wat ch what appeared to be a couple of twelve-foot
grasshoppers fighting. It was a close nmatch for a
coupl e of minutes; then one of the grasshoppers got
the head of the other between his enornous, bony
jaws, and crushed it.

"The w nnah, and new chanpeen!" appl auded

Torm The w nnah, however, |ike so many w nnahs,
appeared to have |l et success go to his head. For he
i gnored Lindsay and stal ked off into the distance
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with a lordly air. The |loser, as m ght have been
expect ed, di sappear ed.

Torm shook his head and continued on. As he ap-
proached the wall of |unm nescence, he discovered
that it was not a solid unit—as it had seened to be
froma distance—but a long |ine of glow ng capsul es
of light, in continuous movenment fromleft to right.
Every so often, one of the aliens standing in front of
it would plunge forward into an enpty capsule; the
alien would then be carried off, fading as he went,
until by the tine the capsule he had entered had
covered a dozen feet or so, it was once nore enpty.
Qccasionally, other aliens would appear in an other-
Wi se-enpty capsule, ride along for a short distance
until they had acquired full solidity of definition;

and then pop out onto the floor. It was a busy scene.

"Eureka?" said Torm "It doesn't |ook |ike an ordi -
nary transport system Still "

Talking it over with hinmself, he stepped up to the
I'ine of capsules. A good share of them he saw, were
filled by aliens either dissolving or resolving. Ccca-
sionally there was an enpty, however. He finally
spotted one com ng al ong between a capsul e hol di ng
somet hing that | ooked like a small, |eafless bush, and
anot her containing a sort of tuskless walrus.

"Hei gh-ho, and here we go."
The capsul e slid opposite.

"To the governing center of the planet, driver," said
Torm stepping into it. "And don't spare the . . ."

The lights went out.

Torm Li ndsay was having a dream He was dream

ing that he was his own ancestor back on the border
mar ches between Scotland and Engl and. Appropri -
ately dressed in kilt and broadsword, he was arguing
with the Earl Douglas. His Scots accent was inpec-
cabl e.
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"Dougl as," he was saying. "I gi' ye fair warning.
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Dinna |l et yersel be cozened into gaein' tae Ban-
nockburn. Yon Percy have a | ean and hungry | ook."

"Hoot, awa wi' ye, Lindsay!" the Douglas re-

torted. "W' sic as yersel' and Mntgonery besi de ne,
there's nae danger. Danger! Hoot. Hoot! Hooooot!
HooooooO ..."

Torm bl i nked his eyes open and sat up shakily. A

few feet in front of him the wal rus-shaped alien was
doi ng push-ups on his front flippers and hooting dis-
tressfully. As Torm Lindsay sat up, the other sank
down, closed his eyes as if exhausted, and becane
silent.

Torm shook his head—n gingerly fashion. It had

been a trifle sore to begin with; now, it had picked
up a poundi ng ache. Mreover, to top it all off, he
had the dirty, ragged-nerved feeling that follows on a
case of severe shock; and he was nobst outrageously
thirsty.

He | ooked around in search of sonething drink-

able. There was no such sonething in sight. In fact,
little less than what he saw coul d have been in sight.
Besi des hinself and the wal rus-shaped alien, (which
Torm in his own nind, nicknaned "the nonster")

there was to be seen only the plant-shaped alien that
had occupi ed t he adj oi ni ng bubble of light on Term s
ot her side; and sone evidently damaged contrivance

of metal lying sprawl ed about. Elsewhere, as far as
the eye could reach, there was nothi ng—ot hing at

all except a dead and level plain of sand. A blinding
doubl e sun burnt brightly overhead.

"Wl l," said Tormthoughtfully. "Well!"

"Hoot!" said the nonster, suddenly. "Hoot. Hoot,
hoot ! "

Torm | ooked back at the fat alien and di scovered

hi m doi ng push-ups again. As far as it was possible
to tell about such things, he seened to be eyeing the
plant. Tormgot stiffly to his feet and went over to
i nspect this other conpanion in nisfortune.
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Unl i ke Lindsay hinself and the nonster, the plant
appeared to be either still unconscious, or el se done
for altogether. It lay sprawl ed out on the sand, | ook-
ing |like sonething weeded from a garden and t hrown

on a rubbish heap for burning. Torm supposed that

the nonster was urging himto give it some kind of
aid. At least, that was the natural assunption. But
how do you go about —say—giving artificial respira-
tion to a plant?

Torm scratched his head and fell, rather than sat,
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down on the sand beside it to look at it. There was
nothing in the way of clues about its anatony. Gen-
erally speaking, it appeared to resenble a snall
scrawny bush, a little over a neter in height. Its
linbs were | eafless, short and sparse, sticking out
straight fromits body and ending in sharp, but deli-
cate tips. At its base, several of what Lindsay took to
be roots spraw ed out linply. And just above these,

at the base of the stem there was a bul ge of about
the sane size as a small grapefruit. Torm touched

the bul ge dubiously with one forefinger, in the rather
forlorn hope of running into sonmething resenbling a
heartbeat. But the bulge was hard and silent.

Torm went back to the nonster. H's knees felt
shaky and he dropped onto the sand facing it.

"Well, | guess sonething went wong."
"Hoot," said the nonster, conpanionably.
"Sorry to drag you two into it."

"Hoot. Hoot!"

"Look here," said Torm "we're obviously all stuck
sonepl ace we didn't intend to be; and our friend

over there doesn't seemto be in any too good shape.
Now, | think the first thing we better do is work out
sonme kind of a code for comunication purposes. To
start off with, if you can understand ne, hoot twce."

"Hoot. Hoot!" hooted the nonster

"Fine. Marvel ous. Now—s our friend over there

alive?"
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"Hoot. Hoot!"

"I's there something | can do to hinmP"

"Hoot. Hoot!"

"Good," said Torm pushing hinmself painfully to
his feet. "I'Il just go get himand bring himto
you ..."

"Hoot! Hoot! Hoot! Hoot— the nonster went off
into a frenzy of trunpeting.

Torm paused, astonished. "Don't bring himover?"
" Hoot —

"Leave hi mwhere he is?"

"Hoot! Hoot!"

Torm goggl ed at the nonster. "But shouldn't we—=

"Hoot !'"

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (160 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:07 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt

"But you just said—you know," said Lindsay
thoughtfully, "I'm beginning to wonder if you under-
stand ne after all."

"Hoot! Hoot! Hoot!"

"Ch, fine; that explains everything." Torm gl anced
over at the plant. It was beginning to stir feebly.
"Wait here," he told the nonster. "I'll go see if
can't nake a tittle nore sense out of himthan | can
out of you."

I gnoring the busy hooting that the nonster set up

the minute he turned his back on it, Torm Li ndsay

wal ked over to the plant, which was naki ng weak
efforts to stand upright. He gave it a hand up; it
pushed out with its roots, rocked dizzily for a no-
ment and found its balance. Now that it was once

nmore ani mated and erect, a lot of the scrubbing of its
appear ance seened to have vani shed. Vi brant and

alive, it marched away on its roots for a few feet,
turned and narched back, looking a little like a strut-
ting dandy out of nedi eval Europe.

"Well, now," said Torm "That's better. Can you
under stand ne?"

The plant regarded him Its top bent toward him
and its linbs quivered slightly. It took a couple nore
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steps toward himand quivered again. It cane on
and started to clinmb up his |eg.

"Here!" said Torm detaching it—the root and |inb
ends were a little on the sharp and thorny side. "No.
Stay down." The plant was evidently anything but
anenabl e to suggestion—+t was trying to clinb his

|l eg again. "No, | say! Stay on your own—er—base.

He slapped it gently for enphasis. The plant re-
treated a few steps, dug its roots firmy into the
sand, and began to quiver violently, as if with indig-
nation. It occurred to Tormthat possibly he was
being told off.

"Wll, I"'msorry," he said, soothingly. "Very prob-
ably you're one of the leading lights of the Federa-
tion. The point is, howaml| to know? And I don't |ike
you clinmbing on ne like that. Gves nme a prickly
feeling.”

"Hoot!" put in the nonster

"Anot her precinct heard from" Torm gl anced over

at the larger alien. "Now'—he turned back to the
plant—=let's see if | can get into sonme kind of com
muni cation with you. At |east one of the two of you
ought to be telepathic."

The plant waved a few |inbs and qui vered ex-
pressively.
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"l don't know what that's supposed to nean, but

I"lI'l take it for agreement. Now . . ." Lindsay sat down
on the sand again. He found hinself a trifle dizzy,

and the dizziness seened to subside a bit when he

was closer to the ground. "Here's the situation as

see it. When | stepped into that—er—bubble, it threw
somet hing or other out of kilter. And as a result

we're all both |ost and stranded. Ri ght?"

"Hoot," said the nonster. Torm | ooked over at

him but it was inmpossible to tell whether the fat
alien was agreeing, or nerely felt |like hooting. Torm
inclined to the latter opinion. The nonster was not a
particularly inpressive |ooking being; he | ooked |ike
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a grounded sea-cow, and his hoot resenbled the note
of a querulous fog horn. Tormturned his attention
back to the plant, whose continual nervous nove-
ment seemed to augur a nore alert and intelligent
nat ure.

"At any rate," he wound up, "the point is we're
stuck here. And the question i s—what to do about
it? Any suggestions?"

The plant quivered and did a little one-two step

"Wl l, don't either of you have any notion of how
to get out of this fix?"

H's two auditors preserved their uninformative
attitudes.

"Now | ook," said Torm "W can't just stay here

indefinitely. For one thing, I'mthirsty; and there's
no water in sight. And whatever you two eat or
dri nk—

The plant turned and began to nove away, abruptly.
It marched over to the damaged-|ooking netallic con-
trivance and began to clinb over it.

"Hey," said Torm getting to his feet, "is this the
gi mmi ck that does the transporting?" He wal ked over
to the "gimmck." The plant retired about the dis-
tance of a neter and quivered busily at him

"I wish | knew what you were trying to tell ne.
Torm | ooked down at the gimm ck again. "It nakes
sense, though. This is the transporter, or whatever it
was. And it's been danaged." He | ooked at the plant.
"Are you trying to tell me we can fix it?"

The plant stanped twice with its roots, narched

in a half circle around to Lindsay's flank; as he
turned to face it, the plant quivered once again. Torm
| ooked over at the nonster. "Wiat do you think?"
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The nonster was lying still with its flippers linp
on the sand and its eyes closed. It did not answer.

CGCordon R Dickson
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"Qur friend yonder," said Tormto the plant,
"doesn't seemto be nmechanically inclined."

The plant turned half around, as if discovering the
monster for the first time. For a second it nerely
quivered in the other's direction. Then, abruptly, it
began to march toward the nonster.

"That's right; wake himup."

The plant continued on its way, trundling al ong
stiffly like a Napol eonic sol dier on parade. \Wen it
was hal fway to the nonster, the latter suddenly
opened his eyes. He took one | ook at the advancing
pl ant and began to hoot violently, waving his flip-
pers. His eyes were on Lindsay.

For a nmonment, Torm hesitated. "This doesn't make
sense," he said. But the plant continued to advance
and the nonster continued to hoot.

Torm shook his head, wal ked over and caught up

with the plant, and picked it up from behind. The
nmonster's hooting abruptly ceased. The plant craned
itself around in his hands, quivered energetically,
and tried to clinmb his arm It was unsuccessful

Torm | ooked fromit to the nonster. "What's w ong
bet ween you two?"

Nei t her answered. Torm Li ndsay shook his head
and put the plant down- It imediately lit out once
more in the direction of the nonster

"No," said Torm going around and getting in its
way. "Whatever there is between you two, we're al
inthis thing together and we can't afford to take

pi cks at each other."

The plant was not convinced; it tried to go around

Li ndsay. Renenbering a techni que that had worked
before, he slapped at it a couple of times, lightly. It
retreated half a neter, dug itself perhaps twenty
centineters into the sand, and quivered violently for

a good m nute.

"Consider me told off again,” said Torm The plant
drooped rather linply. "You shouldn't excite your-
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sel f that way. He"—tindsay gl anced over at the
nmonster—isn't doing any harm just lying there that
way. "
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"Hoot," said the nonster
"Of course, he isn't doing us any good either."

The nonster closed his eyes and rel axed. The pl ant
continued to droop.

"Perk up, son," Lindsay said to the plant, "and

let's get back to business. You, at |east, were naking
yoursel f useful on this gimmck business. Let's go
back and see what can be done about getting it work-

i ng again, eh?"

The plant made no response. After a minute, Torm
dug the sand away fromits roots, picked it up, and
carried it back to the ginmck. It gave a coupl e of
hal f - hearted quivers on the way over.

"Cheer up," said Torm "Nothing is inpossible-

Now . . ." He sat down and placed the plant in front
of him between hinself and the apparatus. "Let's
see what we have here."

The plant wal ked off a neter's length or so and
stood still. Lindsay poked interestedly at the gimm ck

I n appearance, it was so sinple as to appear easily
under st andabl e. There were several plates spaced

al ong a narrow rod, which seermed to have been

twi sted somewhat out of plunb. There was a | ong

coil of fine wire, attached to the bottom plate and
trailing | oosely off to one side. And there was a fi ne,
colorful little object that woul d have made an excel -
lent child s marble back on Earth if it had not been
for the fact that it was ellipsoidal in shape, rather
than spheri cal

"Hmmm " Tormlifted the long coil of wire. It
draped nicely in length. "Were do you suppose this
goes?"

It was a good question. The coil was too long to fit
bet ween the plates—unl ess Tormdidn't mnd having

CGCordon R Dickson
220

a lot left over. But the | oose end had an unconpl et ed
| ook about it, as if it were supposed to fit somewhere.

"Hey!" Torm call ed, |ooking over at the plant. "G ve
me a hand, here."

The plant ignored him

"Fine thing! |I draw one alien who spends all his

time snoozing when he isn't hooting his head off; and
another who's a little bundle of tenperanent." He
reached over and poked the stemof the plant, gently.

" Hey—*
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The plant quivered briefly. That was all

"Now | ook, " said Lindsay, "what good's it going to

do you to sulk? If this thing is conpletely unfixable,
just wave your top back and forth a couple of tines.

If sonething can be done, just nove a little closer to

ne.
Thi s request got himnowhere. The plant refused to
stir.

"I wouldn't bother you," said Torm "But our friend
yonder seens a little too bovine to be helpful. |'ve
got a hunch you're the one with the brains in this

crowd. "
He waited; but flattery, it seened, would al so get

hi m nowher e.
"Very well,"’

said Torm rising. "You force me to

take ny trade to the opposition." He gathered up rod
and plates, coil and marble; and went over to the
nmonster. He poked it in the region where in any
reasonabl e schene of bodily organization, it should

contain its ribs.

"Pardon ne; but about this gimmck
The nonster opened one eye, suspiciously.

"How do | fix this?" demanded Torm

"Hoot, hoot, hoot, hoot, hoot," said the nonster

and apparently went back to sleep
"Much obliged. But couldn't you be a little nore

explicit?"
The nonster |ay qui escent.
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"Ah well." Torm Li ndsay sat down and resigned

hinself to fiddling with the apparatus alone. He tried
wrappi ng the coil around the rod; he tried attaching
it to the various plates; he searched for sone evi-
dence of a broken connection point. He picked up the
mar bl e and examined it.

"You woul dn't know this,"” he said confidentially

to the notionless and silent nonster, "but |'m sup-
posed to be rather good at intuitive reasoning, ac-
cording to the aptitude tests. Even with good intuitive
reasoni ng, however— he caught sight suddenly of

the plant which was working around in a wide arc so

as to come up behind the nonster. He put the equip-
ment down, struggled to his feet, and wal ked wearily
over to confront the plant.

It stopped. "Son," said Torm "this is unworthy of
you. "
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The pl ant qui vered.
"I know. He's probably one of your own trail herd;

or maybe he broke out of the pasture once and ate

your uncle Qtto by nistake. But |'ve already toid you

I can't take chances on one of you doi ng sonething

to the other. I'mjust about positive |I'mresponsible
for this situation we're in; and if | don't get both of
you back in top shape, | can just inmagi ne what kind

of reaction I'll get fromthe authorities—whoever they
happen to be. Now, will you go back a reasonable

di stance and sit down?"

The plant took half a step toward him

"Al right," said Lindsay, "you asked for it." He

| ooked around for sone way of inmobilizing the

pl ant without hurting it. Wth the exception of the
nmonst er and the equi pnment, nothing presented itself

as providing a possible restraint. Finally, an idea
occurred to him He took off his one-piece suit of
enbassy black, and tied a leg of it around the plant's
stem just above the bul ge.

"There," said Torm The plant swayed and strug-
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gl ed agai nst the weight of the suit. Dragging on the
ground, the tangle of cloth made an effective hobble.
Torm went over and got the equi pnent- He brought

it back and sat down on one armof the suit to work
on it. The plant was neatly tethered. It quivered
violently at Lindsay.

"Fortunes of war,'
wor k.

said Torm and got back to

It was a little hard to concentrate, he found. H's
headache was getting worse, and the desert seened

to shimrer and dance in the distance. Wen he tried
to focus down on the netallic objects in his hands,
these too seened to waver and bend out of focus. It
occurred to him sonewhat bel atedly, that the con-
tents of the capsule the Representative had given
himto pop with his thunbnail, while "good as a
spacesuit,"” might be somewhat |acking in protective
qualities where the possibility of sunstroke was con-
cerned. He | ooked over at the plant, which had dug
itself into the sand and was, apparently, sul king again.

"You shoul d grow sone shade | eaves," he told it.
The plant, however, showed no signs of obliging;

and Torm Li ndsay went back to fiddling with the

coil of wire. He tried it in every way he could think
of —wi t hout success; wadded up, wound around the

rod, festooned fromthe plates. No results.

He turned his attention to the narble again. He
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tried it against both ends of the rod and against all of
the plates, unsuccessfully. H s eyes were seeing dots
by this tine; and he stopped to rest.

He woul d probably not make it, he thought. In a

little while, he would pass out from sunstroke; the

pl ant woul d get free and eat the nonster—er vice-
versa, which was nore |likely. The survivor woul d

keel over in due time; and eventually sonmetine in

the galactic future, a passerby would find them all
three bl eached skeletons, in the sand. Al as, poor Lind-
say, | knew himwell.
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Torm squeezed his eyes shut, shook his head to
clear it and opened his eyes again. Concentrate, he
told hinself.

"Hoot, hoot, hoot, hoot, hoot," hooted the nonster,
suddenly waki ng up and doi ng an energetic series of
push-ups.

"And a happy New Year to you," said Torm | ook-
ing over at him He picked up the equi prent and
bent once nore to his task.

Sonetime later, quite by accident, he got his first
break. He was twisting the coil around ainlessly,
and wi thout any great enthusiasm when it suddenly
clung to the rod, as if a sort of magnetic force had
abruptly asserted itself. Torm rubbed his eyes and

| ooked at it. Through the swi mm ng dots, he made

out that he had | ooped the coil in an arc; and the
m ddle of it was apparently glued to the top tip of
the rod, while the far end had caught and frozen
itself tight to the near end, where it fastened to the
rod's base. The whol e thing now | ooked sonet hi ng
like a directional antenna.

"Hey!" said Torm pleased. He set the contraption
upright on the sand and stared at it.

"Let's see now, suppose it is directional. Suppose
it taps some kind of channel of power; and then
when you think of where you want to go— Torm

Li ndsay cl osed his eyes and thought devoutly of the

spot he had | ast seen back on Arcturus Five.

He opened his eyes again. The desert still sur-
rounded t hem

Undi scour aged, he kept his eyes closed, thought of
the Arcturian station, and carefully rotated the de-
vice in a circle, on the sand.

No results.
He tried rotating it vertically.

No results.

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (167 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:07 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt

He pondered the situation somewhat woozily for a
few seconds; and then renenbered that he'd forgot-
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ten the marble. He hunted for it anobng the sand and
swi mi ng dots before himand finally found it.

"All right, little marble,"” he told it. "Were do you
go?"

Shakily, but methodically, he set out at the top

end of the rod, and conmenced to run the marble

over every possible inch of the apparatus. He pro-
gressed down the rod, and over the three plates, with
no success. However, the nonent he touched the

wire coil where the two ends joined together against
the rod, the marble stuck

"Hal | el ujah!™ Torm bent down to take a cl oser

| ook at the marble and found to his surprise that it
was not nerely sticking to the wire; in sone nysteri-
ous fashion, it had nelted around the wire so that it
was now strung on it like a bead on a string. Torm
poked it with his finger. It slid freely on the wre.

"Wl l, whither now?" Tormslid the marble around

the coils, noving it up along the rod. At the very tip,
the marble froze, making, it seenmed, a connection
between the tip of the rod and the wire.

"What a clever little old diplomat you are, to be
sure," said Torm admringly. "Subspatial transport-
ers repaired, rebuil " The sentence trailed off,
unconpl eted. He becane conscious of the fact that

the effort involved in finishing it was not worth the
trouble. He swayed a little, where he sat on the sand.
It was taking nost of his strength now just to remain
upright. In fact, thought Torm | ooking affectionately
at the inviting bed of sand stretching off to the hori-
zon, why stay upright, anyhow? Alittle nap .

A slight tugging sensation brought himback for a
moment to his full senses. Wth a great effort, he
turned his head to | ook behind hi mand stared

bl ankly for a nmoment at the sight of his suit |ying
still and enpty upon the sand. For a nmonment, he
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gazed at it stupidly; then he renenbered what it
shoul d, instead, have been occupied wth.

He swiveled his head toward the nobnster. Sure
enough. There was the plant, |oose fromthe suit,
already well on its way toward the rotund alien

"Hey!" cried Torm in a cracked voice. The plant
paid no attention. Lindsay made a spasnodic effort
to get to his feet and found that his |legs were |ike
strips of unbaked dough, wth neither substance nor
muscle to them The plant marched on
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"WAi t —wai t — rmunbl ed Torm Gazing around,
his eye fell on the apparatus. Dizzily he funbled for
it.

"Now— he said. "Got to— He made a mighty
effort with his mnd. "Station—

Not hi ng happened. He funbled with it.

"Cot to work— he nuttered. "Push? Pull? Some-

thi ng—button to push? Button— through waves of

di zzi ness and sw nm ng specks, and the ni ghtmare
mar chi ng of the plant bearing down on the silent
monster, his attention was caught by the glitter of

t he mar bl e.

"Button— he nunbl ed; and, sliding his hand up
the length of the rod, touched marble, wire, and rod,
all at once.

There was a sort of colorless flash; and a bl ack
wave rose up over Tom Lindsay and swal | owed him
entirely.

(Y

This time, he was very cautious about opening
his eyes.

He Iifted his right lid no nore than a fraction of an
inch and peered carefully through the tiny aperture.
He saw a portion of white ceiling and the face of

Set agh. Relieved, he opened both eyes.
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Not oniy Sel agh, but Anbassador Coran, Admira

Nat ek, and the alien Representative were standing
| ooking down at him He was lying in the sane re-
covery roomwhere it had all started

"Uh . . . hello," he said.
"Hello, Torm" said the Representative-

Torm Li ndsay decided to sit up. He swng his |egs
over the edge of the narrow couchlike affair he was

I ying on and pushed hinself up with his hands. Sel agh
hurried to help him He was back in his suit, he
noticed with sone relief; and the nedician that he
had first talked with was hovering in the background.
Anbassador Coran noticed the direction of Term s
gaze.

"You can go now, Hartlye," he said. Wth an air of
sonet hing very like relief, the nedician nodded, went
across to the door, and slipped out, closing it behind
him Coran turned back to Torm "How do you feel ?"

"Rocky," answered Torm Hi s head had cone to
life when he sat up; and now it seened to be full of
shoot i ng pains.
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"Anesthetics all out?" asked Coran, |ooking over at
Sel agh.

"Yes, sir.

"Well, then," said the Anbassador, turning to the
Representative, "I think we've proved our point. Lind-
say has certainly returned unharned; and since you
were watching his progress on that screen of yours
along with the rest of us, you nmust admt that he
behaved successfully in his contacts with other mem
bers of your Federation."

"Perhaps, M. Coran, perhaps,” replied the alien
"But you may have settled one point of objection
only to raise another. Torm was operated on by your
peopl e before being turned | oose. Suppose you ex-
pl ain that operation to ne."

Coran nodded at Sel agh. "Commandress
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"A refinenent of the old operation of prefronta
| obot oy, " sai d Sel agh.

"l don't understand."

"On our hone planet, back in the days when psy-
chiatry was young," expl ai ned Sel agh, "it was found
possible to relieve cases of chronic tension, by, in
essence, cutting off a certain portion of the brain
fromits normal connection with the rest of it. The
tensi on would be relieved. Unfortunately, the patient
normally suffered a loss of will power at the same
time. He would start eating, say, and keep at it unti
the food was all gone, or soneone stopped him O

he might start doing sonething |ike chopping wood;

and once started, keep at it until he was ordered to
stop."

"Go on," said the Representative

"Wl |, over the years, the technique was inproved

The last innovation was a devel opment of nmy own—

the basis of ny surgical thesis, in fact. Wat we did
on Torm Li ndsay was what you might call a selective
topectony, except that instead of cutting, we nerely
anesthetized to block off certain parts of his brain.
When we finished, we hoped that we'd nade him
enotionally imune—that is, incapable of reacting
enotionally to outside stimuli."

"l see," said the Representative, thoughtfully. He
turned back to the cot. "You know about this, Torn®"

"Yes," said Lindsay, as cheerfully as he could with
invisible little nmen probing through his head with
white hot needles. "I volunteered."

"And how did you feel —after the operation?"
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"Ch . . . fine, | guess. Good. Yes, | felt good."
"l see," said the Representative

"Wel | ?" demanded Coran. "You clai mwe humans

aren't ready yet for contact with the rest of the races
in your Federation. You offer to let us prove this to
oursel ves by sending a man out. You say that he wll

228 Gordon R Dickson

find contact psychol ogically unacceptable." He waved

a hand at Lindsay. "Here's our answer."

The alien | ooked at him "M/ dear Anbassador,

you insist on msunderstanding ny objection to al-

| owi ng your people to join our group of races. It is
not that you are a young people, or a primtive peo-
ple, for those are minor points. It is sinply that you
must be able to rise above all barriers of m strust
and prejudice. Now, just recently, Torm here did

very well. He was not shocked by a being with dou-

bl e the nunber of eyes he had hinself, and a differ-
ent skeleton, nor by the sight of alien viscera in the
case of the being changing his skin. He nade no
attenpt to judge between the two nenbers of the

sanme race which he saw fight until one was killed at
the transport center. But that was the result of your
operation. Wile now . "

He turned abruptly, and put an inpossibly fragile
hand on Lindsay's shoul der, at the sane tine bring-

ing his inhumanly still face up against Terms. In
spite of hinself, Tormstarted, and shrunk back
slightly.

"You see?" said the alien, sadly, letting go. "Preju-
di ce. Fear, suspicion, and disgust toward the strange
and unfamliar."

"I — began Torm niserably.

"Never mnd," said the Representative. "Don't fee
that you have to apologize. | was nerely proving a
poi nt where your race as a whole is concerned. | do
not bl ane you for your fault, but you nust see why it
bars you from acceptance by the rest of us.".

"But why isn't Ternis operation the answer?" asked
Cor an.

"Because," sighed the Representative, "your cure

is nore crippling than your disease. It is no solution
to stop a man scratching his nose by cutting off his
nose. In the case of Lindsay, you rendered himim
mune to enotional upset over sonething he m ght
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see or hear or experience. But the noral sense in all
bei ngs is based upon enotion; by renoving enotion,
you destroyed this, too. You created, in fact, a psy-
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chopat hi ¢ personality -

"I grant you he did not imrediately act |ike one,
but that was because his habit patterns reacted for
hi m out of sheer momentum G ven tinme, he would
have behaved very badly, indeed. He woul d have
becone a danger to any community. You remnenber

I noticed something odd about him when he cane in
to neet us before leaving. His actions and his speech—
even t hen—showed evi dence of a conpl ete non-
morality, and a conplete unconcern for others." His
gl ance singled out Selagh. "You," he said. "You no-
ticed it."

Sel agh bl ushed, and nodded.

"So you see," wound up the Representative, "by
rendering yourself acceptable in one sense, you im
medi ately render yourself unacceptable in another

In the gal axy, no race nmay judge another; but also no
race may harmanother. It is live and let live with a
vengeance. |f it had occurred to Tormto do damage

to another individual, or to any thing, there would
have been nothing within himto hold himback."

He | ooked around the room at the unhappy faces of
t he humans.

"Now wait," said Torm suddenly. "WAit a m nute—

The Representative turned to him

"If 1"'mso nonnoral ," he said, "why was it that |

had to be the one to keep the plant and nonster from
each other? They certainly weren't living and | et
living!"

He stared demandingly at the alien. He did not
notice the | ooks of slight enbarrassnent on the faces
of the other humans.

"Now, Torm" said Ambassador Coran, clearing
his throat, "you junped to the w ong concl usi on
about those two."
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Torm Li ndsay stared at himin surprise.
"W ong concl usi on?"

"My dear Torm" said the Representative. "The
gadget was not what you thought it was. The non-
ster was not-—what you thought he was—but a rather
nice old gentl eman taking a botanical specinmen hone
to his private |aboratory."

"Speci men—eh," said Torm "You nean, the plant—
"Exactly," said the alien

" But —but —
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"Yes, Torn®"

"But | ook here. How did it happen he was so hel p-
| ess and frightened of the plant? Wiy did it have to
be me who fixed the gi mmck and got us hone?"

"But you didn't/' replied the Representative. "You
were picked up by a transport rescue crew, sum
moned by ne, when we saw on our viewer what had
happened; and al so by the ol d gentleman hinsel f,
who sent out a nmental call the nonent he discov-
ered what had happened to the three of you."

"But the gimmck?"

"I't had nothing to do with the mechani snms of
transport, Torm It was a device for restraining the
pl ant." He shook his head at Lindsay's puzzl ed face.
"The plant,"” he explained, "requires noisture to live.
On its native planet, it gets it by sucking the juices
fromother flora and fauna native to the place. Be-
cause it's actually rather a weak, slow noving crea-
ture, it has devel oped a weapon. It is capabl e of
broadcasting a rather limted nmental stinmulus that

i nduces a paralyzing fear in its victins. The gi mm ck
inhibited this capacity in it and kept it inmmobilized
by a counter field. The gimmick was set up in a

center capsule to keep the plant under control; and it
was that capsule you stepped into with conflicting
directions of destination, just as the unit of three
capsul es was about to discharge for the old gentle-
man' s home pl anet."

CLOAK AND STAGGER 231

"l see," said Torm There was a short silence. "But
why didn't the plant affect nme?"

The alien chuckled. It was an odd sound to hear
coming fromhis still face

"How could it?" he answered. "You were anesthe-

ti zed. Remenber?" He chuckl ed again. "The plant

has relatively little intelligence; but what it has nust
have been rather sorely tried by the way you reacted

to its best attenpts to imobilize you. You do de-

serve congratul ations for putting the restraint back
together though. It protected the old gentleman unti

the rescue squad arrived."

"Thanks," said Torm

"Don't be bitter," replied the alien, kindly. "You

did the best you could under the circunstances, and

it turned out to be very good indeed, even if you were
acting on fal se prem ses."

O f to one side, Anbassador Coran cleared his

t hr oat .
"Al this . . ."
"Yes." The Representative turned toward himw th
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regret in his voice. "Al'! this is beside the point. The
situation stands that you cannot be accepted into the
Federati on of Peoples, for the reasons | have given
you. You are still too rigid, too bound with preju-
dice; and Term s operation is not an acceptabl e way

of mending that fault. You must be all that you are
normal ly; and, in addition, be free of the tendency to
judge fromyour own snmalt basis of experience."

"I must again request," said Coran, stiffly, "that we
be allowed to take this matter to higher authorities."

"There are no higher authorities,"” replied the alien
"Fromthe day when your interstellar ship first en-
tered this system fromthe day of nmy first neeting

wi th your people, you have been unable to accept the
fact that | amliterally what | call nyself. | represent
the Federation. | speak not for nyself, but for every
menber of every race included init. Believe ne, if
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you coul d question each one individually, he would
say only what | say."

"I fee! | nust doubt that," said Coran

The Representative sighed. "This enbassy buil d-

ing is yours. Free passage to this world, and to this
spot, is yours. But the rest of the Federation is closed
to you. You will not be allowed in any of its solar
systens, or on any of its worlds. |f you approach
them you will be turned back." He | ooked about at
them "But don't give up hope. Don't be discouraged.
This fault is one that tine will inevitably nmend; and
the scale is larger out here in the galaxy. What are
ten, fifty, a hundred thousand years, if they have to
be?"

"We can't stand still," cried Coran, desperately. "It
isnt inus. We aren't built to stand still."

"l amsorry."

The Representative was turning and goi ng away to-
ward the door, his strange form oddly pyrani da

under the robe he wore. Torm Lindsay felt a choking
sensation in his throat, as if from sonething huge
and desperate, clawing to get out. He opened his
nmout h, but no words cane. Frantically, he tried again.
"Wait .. "

The Representative, alnost to the door, paused
and turned.

"Wait," said Torm chokingly. "Listen . "
"I amlistening."

"We aren't all prejudiced. W aren't ail like this.
VWhat wouid you say if we produced some people
with an open m nd? | nean—epen conpl etel y?"

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (174 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:07 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt

"Torm" said the alien, softly. "You don't under-
stand. They nust be without a single prejudgnent;

and yet unspoiled. And none of you are like that."

"But that's just it!" Tormcast a frantic | ook around
at his fellow humans. "We're all alike here. But |
noticed sonething. It was the way | felt, after the

CLOAK AND STAGCER 233

operation; | couldn't put nmy finger on it until just
now. You see, it wasn't the first time I'd fett that
way—and for a while | couldn't renmenmber when."

"What are you tal king about?" demanded Cor an,
har shly.

"What | renenbered," said Torm "I renenbered

that once | was free and unbound. Once | could | ook

at anything new and accept it, and take it for granted
as being just what it seened to be and nothing el se.
You see? You understand?"

"No," said Coran.

"/ see," said the alien. "And | should have seen
before. But there is sonething about you peopl e that
is different fromall us others. You would say your
answer lies in the untouched m nds of your children."”

"I's that it? Am| right?"

" Per haps . In the alien eyes of the Representa-
tive, it seened that a distant fire dimed as sone-
thing in himwent away, and far far away, until
not hi ng but the shell of a being stood before them
For a monent it stood, unguessabl e, and unknow

abl e, facing them and then slowy, gradually, he
began to come back. The light kindled again, and the
Representati ve was once nmore with them

"Yes," he said. "It will be a long road for them and
a hard one- And you will have to let themtravel it
al one and apart fromyou. But | think you have

found your answer."

H s eyes noved from Torm and took themall in.
And they stood, the four hunans and the one inhu-
man; caught then in a single crystal nonment of a
hope of peace and final brotherhood, and dream of
greatness, future, everlasting.

And Then There
Was Peace

At nine hundred hours there were expl osions off

to the right at about seven hundred yards. At

el even hundred hours the stagger cane by to pick up
the casualties anbng the gadgets. Charlie saw the
melting head at the end of its heavy beam goi ng up
and down |ike the front end of a hardworking chicken
only about fifty yards west of his foxhole. Then if
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worked its way across the battlefield for about ha!f

an hour and, |oaded down with nelted forns of dam

aged robots, of all shapes and varieties, disappeared
behind the low hill to the west, and left, of Charlie. It
was a hot August day sonmewhere in or near OChio,

with a thunderstorm coming on. There was that yel-

low color in the air.

A

At twelve hundred hours the chow gadget cane

ticking over the redoubt behind the foxhole. It craw ed
into the foxhole, junped up on the large table and
opened itself out to reveal lunch. The nenu this day
was |iver and onions, whole corn, whipped potato

and raspberri es.

"And no whi pped cream" said Charlie.
"You haven't been doi ng your exercises," said the
chow gadget in a fine soprano voice

234
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"I'"'ma front-line soldier," said Charlie. "I'man
infantryman in a foxhol e overl ooki ng ground zero.
I'"l'l be dammed if | take exercises."

"In any case, there is no excuse for not shaving."
“I'"ll be dammed if | shave."

"But why not shave? Whuldn't it be better than
havi ng that itchy, scratchy beard—

"No," said Charlie. He went around back of the
chow gadget and began to take its rear plate off.

"What are you doing to ne?" said the chow gadget.

"You' ve got sonething stuck to you here," said
Charlie. "Hold still." He surreptitiously took a sec-
ond out to scratch at his four-day beard. "There's a
war on, you know. "

"I know that," said the chow gadget. "Of course.”

"Infantry nmen like ne are dying daily."

"Alas," said the chow gadget, in pure, sinple
t ones.

"To say nothing," said Charlie, setting the rear

plate to one side, "of the expenditure of your techni-
cal devices. Not that there's any compari son between
human 1ives and the wastage of nachines."”

"Of course not."

"So how can any of you, no matter how el aborate
your conputational systens, understand— Charlie
broke off to poke anong the innards of the chow
machi ne.

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (176 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:07 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt

"Do not danmege ne," it said.

"Not if I can help it," said Charlie. "—anderstand

what it feels like to a nman sitting here day after day,
pushi ng an occasi onal button, never knowi ng the re-
sults of his button pushing, and living in a sort of

gl ass-case confort except for the possibility that he
may just suddenly be dead—suddenly, |ike that, be-
fore he knows it." He broke off to probe again. "It's
no life for a man."

"Terrible, terrible," said the chow gadget. "But
there is still hope for inprovenent."

236 Gordon R Dickson

"Don't hold your breath,” said Charlie. "There' s—
ah!" He interrupted hinself, pulling a small piece of
paper out of the chow gadget.

"I's there something the matter?" said the chow
gadget .

"No," said Charlie. He stepped over to the observa-

ti on wi ndow and gl anced out. The sl agger was nak-

ing its return. It was already within about fifty yards
of the foxhole. "Not a thing," said Charlie. "As a
matter of fact, the war's over."

"How interesting," said the chow gadget -

"That's right," said Charlie- "Just let ne read you
this little billet-doux | got from Foxhole thirty-four
Meet you back at the bar. Charlie. It's all over. Your
hunch that we could get a nessage across was the clear
quill. Answer cane today the sane way, through the

i nternati onal weather reports. They want to quit as well
as we do. Peace is agreed on, and the gadgets— Char-
lie broke off to | ook at the chow gadget. "That's you,
along with the rest of them™

"Quite right. O course," said the chow gadget.

"—have already accepted the information. We'll be
out of here by sundown. And that takes care of the

war .

"It does indeed," said the chow gadget. "Hurrah
And farewel|."

"Farewel | ?" said Charlie

"You will be returning to civilian life," said the

chow gadget. "I will be scrapped.™

"That's right," said Charlie. "I remenber the pre-
programm ng for the big units. This war's to be the
| ast, they were programmed. Well—= said Charlie. For

a nonment he hesitated. "Wat d'you know? | may
end up mssing you a little bit, after all."

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Gordon%20%20Dickson%20-%20The%20Stranger.txt (177 of 190) [10/16/2004 4:39:07 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Gordon%620%20Di ckson%20-%20The%20Stranger .txt

He gl anced out the wi ndow The slagger was al -
nmost to the dugout.

"Well, well," he said. "Now that the tine's cone
AND THEN THERE WAS PEACE 237

we did have quite a time together, three tines a
day- No nore string beans, huh?"

"I bet not," said the chow gadget with a little
| augh.

"No nore caranel pudding."
"l guess so."

Just then the slagger halted outside, broke the thick
concrete roof off the dugout and laid it carefully
asi de.

"Excuse nme," it said, its cone-shaped nelting head
nodding politely sonme fifteen feet above Charlie. "The
war's over."

"l know," said Charlie.

"Now there will be peace. There are orders that al
instruments of war are to be slagged and stockpiled

for later peaceful uses.” It had a fine baritone voice-
"Excuse nme," it said, "but are you finished with that
chow gadget there?"

"You haven't touched a bite," said the chow gad-
get. "Would you like just a small spoonful of rasp-
berri es?"

"I don't think so," said Charlie, slowy. "No, I
don't think so."

"Then farewel |,
expendabl e. "

said the chow gadget. "I am now

The nelting head of the slagger dipped toward the
chow gadget. Charlie opened his nouth suddenly,

but before he could speak, there was a sort of invisi-
ble flare fromthe nelting head and the chow gadget
becane a sort of puddle of nmetal which the nelting
head pi cked up magnetically and swung back to the
hopper behind it.

"Blast it!" said Charlie with feeling. "I could just
as well have put in a request to keep the darn thing
for a souvenir."

The heavy mnelting head bobbed apol ogetically back
"I'"'mafraid that wouldn't be possible," it said. "The
238
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order allows no exceptions. Al mlitary instrunents
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are to be slagged and stockpiled."

"Wl | = said Charlie. But it was just about then
that he noticed the nelting head was descendi ng
toward him

The Catch
<?tfOure, MKke- CGee!" said the young Tolfian ex~

43citedly, and went dashing off fromthe space-

ship in the direction of the tenporary camp his loca
peopl e had set up at a distance of sonme three hun-

dred yards across the grassy turf of the little valley.
Wat chi ng him go, M ke Wellsbauer had to admt

that in notion he made a pretty sight, scooting al ong
on his hind I egs, his sleek black-haired otterlike body
|l eaning into the wind of his passage, and his wi de,

rat her paddl e-shaped tail extended behind himto

bal ance the weight of his erected body. Al the

same .

"I don't like it,” Mke murmured. "I don't like it
one bit."

"First signs of insanity," said a fenmale and very
human voi ce behind him He turned about.

"Al'l right, Penny," he said. "You can |augh. But

this could turn out to be the nmost unfunny thing that
ever happened to the human race. Were is the rest

of the crew?"

Peony Mat su sobered, the snmall gamin grin fading
fromher pert face, as she gazed up at him

"Red and Tomy are still trying to nake comu-
239
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ni cati on contact with honme base," she said. "Alvin's
out checking the flora—he can't be far." She stared
at himcuriously. "Wat's up now?"

"I want to know what they're building."

"Sonmething for us, I'Il bet."
"That's what |'mafraid of. |1've just sent for the
| ocal squire." Mke peered at the alien canp. Wrk-

ers were still zipping around it in that typical Tolfian
fashion that seemed to dictate that nobody went any-
where except at a run. "This tinme he's going to give

me a straight answer."

"l thought," said Penny, "he had."

"Answers," said Mke, shortly. "Not necessarily
straight ones." He heaved a sudden sigh, half of ex-
haustion, half of exasperation. "That young squirt
was talking to nme right now in English. In English!
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What can you do?"
Penny bubbled with | aughter in spite of herself.

"Al'l right, now hold it!" snapped M ke, glaring at

her. "I tel! you that whatever this situationis, it's
serious- And letting ourselves be conned into naking

a picnic out of it may be just what they want."

"Al'l right," said Penny, patting himon the arm
"I"'mserious. But | don't see that their |earning En-
glish is any worse than the other parts of it—=

"I't's the whole picture,” grow ed Mke, not waiting
for her to finish. He stunped about to stand half-
turned away from her, facing the Tolfian camp, and

she gazed at his short, blocky, red-haired figure with
tol erance and a scarce-hidden affection. "The first
intelligent race we ever net. They've got science we
can't hope to touch for nobody knows how | ong, they
bel ong to sone Interstellar Confederation or other
with races as advanced as thensel ves—and they fal

all over thensel ves | earning English and doing every
little thing we ask for. 'Sure, Mke!'—that's what he
said to me just now. . . 'Sure, Mke!" | tell you,
Penny—

THE CATCH
"Here they come now," she said.

241

A smal |l procession was energing fromthe canmp. It
approached the spaceship at a run, single file, the
tallest Tolfian figure in the | ead, and the others grad-
ing down in size behind until the |ast was a half-

grown alien that was pretty sure to be the one M ke

had sent on the errand.

"If we could just get through to hone base back on
Altair A~ nuttered Mke; and then he could nutter

no nore, because the approaching file was already
dashing into hearing distance. The | ead Tol fian raced
to the very feet of Mke and sat down on his tail. H's
muzzl e was gray with age and authority and the

years its color represented had nade him al nost as
tall as M ke.

"M ke!" he said, happily.

The ot her Tol fians had di spersed thenmselves in a
semcircle and were also sitting on their tails and

| ooking rather like a group of racetrack fans on shoot -
ing sticks.

"Hello, Mral," said Mke, in a pleasantly casua
tone. "What're you building over there now?"

"A terminal —a transport termnal, | suppose you'd
call it in English, Mke," said Mrral. "It'll be finished
in a few hours. Then you can all go to Barzal ac."

"Ch, we can, can we?" said Mke. "And where is
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Bar zal ac?"

"I don't know if you know the sun, Mke," said

Moral, seriously. "We call it Alma. It's about a hun-
dred and thirty light-years fromours. Barzalac is the
Conf ederation center—en its sixth planet."

"A hundred and thirty |ight-years?" said Mke, star-
ing at the Tol fian.

"Isn't that right?" said Mdral, confusedly. "Mybe
I'"ve got your ternms wong. | haven't been speaking
your | anguage but since yesterday—
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"You speak it just fine. Just fine," said Mke. "N ce
of you all to go to the trouble to learn it."

"Ch, it wasn't any trouble," said Mral. "And for
you humans—wel | ," he sniled, "nothing's too good,
you know. "

He said the last words rather shyly, and ducked his
head for a second as if to avoid Mke's eyes-

"That's very nice," said Mke. "Now, would you
mnd it | asked you again why nothing's too good?

"Ch, didn't | nake nyself clear before?" said Mral
in distressed tones. "I'msorry—the thing is, we've
met ot hers of your people before.”

"l got that, all right," said Mke. "Another race of
humans, sone thousands or dozens of thousands of
years ago. And they aren't around any nore?"

"I amvery sorry," said Moral with tears in his
eyes. "Very, very sorry—-

"They di ed off?"

"Qur | oss—+the loss of all the Confederati on—was
deeply felt. It was like I osing our own, and nore than
our own."

"Yes," said Mke. He | ocked his hands behind his

back and took a step up and down on the springy

turf before turning back to the Tolfian squire. "Well,
now, Moral, we wouldn't want that to happen to us."

"Ch, no!" cried Mral. "It mustn't happen. Sone-
how—we must insure its not happening."

"My attitude, exactly," said Mke, alittle grimy.
"Now, to get back to the matter at hand—why did
you peopl e decide to build your transportati on cen-
ter right here by our ship?"

"Ch, it's no trouble, no trouble at all to run one
up," said Mrral. "W thought you' d want one conve-
ni ent here."

"Then you have ot hers?"
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"Of course," said Miral. "W go back and forth
anong the Confederation a lot." He hesitated. "I've

THE CATCH 243

arranged for themto expect you tonmorrow—+f it's all
right with you."

"Tonorrow? On Barzal ac?" cried M ke.
"If it's all right with you."

"Look, how fast is this . . . transportation, or what-
ever you call it?"

Moral stared at him

"Why, | don't know, exactly," he said. "I"'mjust a
sort of a rural person, you know. A few m|lionths of
a second, | believe you'd say, in your ternms?"

M ke stared. There was a nonent's rather uncom
fortable silence. Mke drew a deep breath.

"l see," he said.

"l have the honor of being invited to escort you,"

said Mral, eagerly. "If you want me, that is. | ... |
rat her | ook forward to showi ng you around the nu-
seumin Barzalac. And after all, it was ny property

you | anded on."

"Here we go again," said Mke under his breath.
Only Penny heard him "Wat nuseun?”

"What nuseun?" echoed Mral, and | ooked bl ank.

"Ch, the nuseum erected in honor of those other

humans. It has everything," he went on eagerly, "ar-
tifacts, pictures—the whole history of these other

peopl e, together with the Confederation. O course"—

he hesitated with shyness agai n—there' |l be ex-

perts around to give you the real details. As | say, |I'm
only a sort of rural person—=

"All right," said Mke, harshly. "I'll quit beating
around the bush. Just why do you want us to go to
Bar zal ac?"

"But the heads of the Confederation," protested
Moral . "They'll be expecting you."

"Expecting us?" demanded M ke. "For what?"

"Wy to take over the Confederation, of course,".
said Mral, staring at himas if he thought the hu-
man had taken | eave of his senses. "You are going to,
aren't you?"
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Hal f an hour later, Mke had a council of war going
in the |ounge of Exploration Ship 29XJ. He paced up
and down while Penny, Red Somrers, Tommy Anotu,
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and Alvin Longhand sat about in their ginballed
arnchairs, hstening-

The point's this," Mke was saying, "we can't
get through to base at all because of the distance.
Ri ght, Red?"

"The equi pment just wasn't designed to carry nore
than a couple of light-years, Mke," answered Red.
"You know that. To get a signal fromhere to Altair
we' d need a power plant nearly big enough to put
this ship inits pocket."

"All right," said Mke. "Point one—we're on our

own. That leaves it up to ne. And ny duty as captain
of this vessel is to discover anything possible about
an intelligent life-formlike this—particularly since
the human race's never bunped into anything nmuch
brighter than a horse up until now "

"You're going to go?" asked Penny.

"That's the question. It all depends on what's be-

hi nd the way these Tolfians are acting. That trans-
porter of theirs could just happen to be a fine little
incinerating unit, for all we know Not that |I'm not
expendabl e—ae all are. But the deal boils down to
whether I'd be playing into alien hands by going

along with them or not."

"You don't think they're telling the truth?" asked
Alvin, his lean face pal e against the netal bul khead
behi nd him

"I don't know" said M ke, pounding one fist into
the pal mof his other hand and continuing to pace. "I
just don't know. O all the fantastic stories—that
there are, or have been, other ethnic groups of hu-
mans abroad in the gal axy! And that these hunans
were so good, so wonderful that their menory is
revered and this Confederation can't wait to put our

THE CATCH
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own group up on the pedestal the other bunch
vacat ed! "

"What happened to the other humans, M ke?" asked
Tomy.

"Moral doesn't know, exactly. He knows they died

of f, but he's hazy on the why and how. He thinks a
smal | group of them may have just pulled up stakes
and noved on—but he thinks nmaybe that's just a

|l egend. And that's (';." He pounded his fist into his
pal m agai n.

"What's it?" asked Penny.
"The way he tal ked about it—the way these Tol fians

are," said Mke. "They're as bright as we are. Their
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science—and they know it as well as we do—s mles

ahead of us. Look at that transporter, if it's true, that
can whisk you light-years in mllisecond intervals.

Does it nake any sense at all that a race that
advanced—et al one a bunch of races that advanced—
woul d want to bow down and say 'Master' to us?"

Nobody sai d anyt hi ng.

"All right," said Mke. nore calmy, "you know as

well as | do it doesn't. That-leaves us right on the
spike. Are they telling the truth, or aren't they? If
they aren't, then they are obviously setting us up for
sonething. If they are—then there's a catch in it
sonmewher e, because the whole story is just too good

to be true. They need us like an idiot uncle, but they
claimthat now that we've stunbled on to them they
can't think of existing without us. They want us to
take over. Us!"

M ke threw hinself into his own chair and threw
his arns w de.

"Al'l right, everybody," he said. "Let's have sone

opi ni ons. "

There was a silence in which everybody | ooked at
everybody el se.

"W coul d pack up and head for home reai sudden-
like," offered Tomy.
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"No." Mke gnawed at his thunb. "If they're this
good, they could tell which way we went and maybe
track us. Aiso, we'd be popping off for insufficient
reason. So far we've encountered nothing obviously
inimcal."

"This planet's Earthiike as they come," offered

Al vin—and corrected hinself, hastily. "I don't nean
that perhaps the way it sounded, | nean it's as close
to Earth conditions as any of the worlds we've col o-
ni zed extensively up until now. "

"I know," muttered M ke. "Moral says the Confed-
eration worlds are all that close—and that | can be-
lieve. Now that we know that nearly all suns have

pl anets, and if these people can really hop dozens of
light-years in a wink, there'll be no great trouble in
finding a good nunmber of Earthiike worlds in this

part of the gal axy."

"Maybe that's it. Maybe it's just a natural thing for
life-forms on worlds so simlar to hang together,"
of fered Red.

"Sure," said Mke. "Suppose that was true, and
suppose we were their old human-styl e buddi es cone
back. Then there'd be a reason for a real wel cone.
But we aren't."”
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"Maybe they think we're just pretending not to be
their old friends," said Red.

"No." M ke shook his head. "They can take one

| ook at our ship here and see what we've got. Their
ol d buddi es woul dn't come back in anything as ol d-
fashi oned as a spaceship; and they'd hardly be wanted
if they did. Besides, welcomng an old friend and
inviting himto take over your hone and busi ness are
two different things."

"Maybe— said Red, hesitantly, "it's ail true, but
they've got it in for their old buddies for sone rea-
son, and all this is just setting us up for the ax."

M ke slowy lifted his head and exchanged a | ong
gl ance with his Communications officer.
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"That does it," he said. "Now you say it. That, ny
friends, was the exact conclusion I'd cone to nyself.
Vell, that ties it."

"What do you mean, M ke?" cried Penny.

"I mean that's it," said Mke. "If that's the case,
I"ve got to see it through and find out about it- In
other words, tomorrow | go to Barzal ac. The rest of
you stay here; and if |I'mnot back in two days, blast
of f for hone."

"M ke," said Penny, as the others stared at him
"I"'mgoing with you."

"No, " said M ke.

"Yes, | am" said Penny. "I'm not needed here,
and—=

"Sorry," said Mke. "But |I'mcaptain. And you
stay, Penny."

"Sorry, captain," retorted Penny. "But |I'mthe bi-
ologist. And if we're going to be running into a num

ber of other alien |life-forms— She |let the sentence
hang.

M ke threw up his hands in hel pl essness.

The trip through the transporter was, so far as M ke
and Penny had any way of telling, instantaneous and

pai nl ess. They stepped through a door-shaped opaque-
ness and found thenselves in a city.

The city was even alnost fanmiliar. They had cone

out on a sort of plaza or court laid out on aliltie rise,
and they were able to | ook down and around t hem at

a nunber of |ow buildings. These glowed in all man-

ners of colors and were remarkable mainly for the

fact that they had no roofs as such, but were nerely
obscured from overhead view by an opaqueness sim

ilar to that in the transporter. The streets on which
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they were set stretched in all directions, and streets
and buil dings were clear to the horizon.

"The museum " said Mral, diffidently, and the
two humans turned about to find thensel ves facing a
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| ow building fronting on the court that stretched
wide to the left and right and far before them Its
interior seened split up into corridors.

They followed Mral in through the arch of an
entrance that stood w thout respect to any walls on
either side and down a corridor. They enmerged into a
central interior area dom nated by a single |large
statue in the area's center. Penny caught her breath,
and M ke stared. The statue was, indubitably, that of
a human—a man.

The stone figure was dressed only in a sort of kilt.
He stood with one hand resting on a | ow pedesta

besi de him gazing downward in such a way that his
eyes seened to neet those of whoever | ooked up at

hi mfrom bel ow. The eyes were gentle, and the |ean,
m ddl e-aged face was a little tired and careworn,
with its high brow and the sharp |lines drawn around
the corners of the thin nouth. Altogether, it nost
nearly resenbled the face of a nan who is inpatient
with the tine it is taking to pose for his scul ptor

"Moral! Mral!" cried a voice; and they all turned

to see a being with white and woolly fur that gave
hima rat her pol ar-bear | ook, trotting across the pol -
i shed floor toward them He approached in upright
fashi on, and was as four-linbed as Mrral —and the
humans t hensel ves, for that matter.

"You are Moral, aren't you?" demanded the new
comer, as he came up to them H's English was

i npeccabl e. He bowed to the humans—er at | east he
inclined the top half of his body toward them M ke,
alittle uncertainly, nodded back. "I'm Arrjhanik."

"Ch, yes . . . yes," said Mral. "The G eeter. These
are the humans, M ke Wl | sbauer and Peony Matsu

May | ... how do you put it ... present Arrjhanik a
Bin. He is a Siniloid, one of the Confederation's ol der
races."”

"So honored," said Arrjhanik.
"We're both very pleased to nmeet you," said M ke,
THE CATCH 249

feeling on firmer ground. There were rules for this
kind of alien contact.

"Whuld you . . . could you cone right now?"

Arrjhani k appealed to the humans. "lI'msorry to pre-
vent you from seeing the rest of the nuseumat this
time"—-Mke frowned; and his eyes narrowed a little—
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"but a rather unhappy situation has cone up. One of
our Confederate heads—the | eader of one of the races
that nmake up our Confederation—+s dying. And he
would Iike to see you before . . . you understand."

"OF course," said M ke.

"I'f we had known in advance—But it cones rather
suddenly on the Adrii— Arrjhanik |led them off to-
ward the entrance of the building and they stepped
out into sunlight again. He |l ed them back to the

transporter fromwhich they had just energed.

"WAit a minute," said Mke, stopping. "W aren't
goi ng back to Tolfi, are we?"

"Ch, no. No," put in Mral fromclose behind him
"We're going to the Chanmber of Deputies." He gave

M ke a gentle push; and a nonent |ater they had
stepped through into a small and pl easant room hal f -
filled with a dozen or so beings each so different one
fromthe other that M ke had no chance to sort them
out and recogni ze individual characteristics.

Arrjhanik led themdirectly to the one piece of furni-
ture in the room which appeared to be a sort of snall
table incredibly supported by a single wire-thin |eg
at one of the four corners. On the surface of this lay a
creature or being not nuch bigger than a seven-year-
old human child and vaguely catlike in form It |ay
on its side, its head supported a little above the
table's surface by a cube of sonething transparent

but apparently not particularly soft, and |large col or-
|l ess eyes in its head focused on M ke and Penny as

t hey approached.

M ke | ooked down at the small body. It showed no
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signs of age, unless the yellow sh-white of the thin
hair covering its body was a reveal i ng shade. Cer-
tainly the hair itself seened brittle and sparse

The Adri—er whatever the proper singular was—
stirred its head upon its transparent pillow and its
pal e eyes focused on M ke and Penny. A faint, drawn
out rattle of noise cane fromit.

"He says," said Arrjhanik, at Mke's el bow, "You

cannot refuse. It is not in you.' "

"Ref use what?" denanded M ke, sharply. But the

head of the Adri lolled back suddenly on its pillow
and the eyes filnmed and gl azed. There was a little
mur mur that coul d have been sonething reverentia
fromall the beings standing about; and w thout fur-
ther expl anation the body of the being that had just
di ed thinned suddenly to a ghostly inmage of itself,
and was gone.

"I't was the Confederation," said Arrjhanik, "that
he knew you coul d not refuse."
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"Now wait a nminute," said Mke. He swing about

so that he faced themall, his stocky legs truculently
apart. "Now, |isten—you people are acting under a

m sapprehension. / can't accept or refuse anything.
haven't the authority. I'mjust an explorer, nothing

nor e.

"No, no," said Arrjhanik, "there's no need for you
to say that you accept or not, and speak for your
whol e race. That is a fornmality. Besides, we know
you wi Il not refuse, you humans. How coul d you?"

"You m ght be surprised," said Mke. Penny hast-
ily jogged his el bow.

"Tenper!" she whi spered. M ke swal | oned, and
when he spoke again, his voice sounded nore rea-
sonabl e.

"You'll have to bear with ne," he said. "As | say,
I"man explorer, not a diplomat. Now, what did you
all want to see nme about ?"

"W wanted to see you only for our own pleasure,”
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said Arrjhani k. "Was that wong of us? Ch, and yes—to
tell you that if there is anything you want, anything
the Confederation can supply you, of course you need

only give the necessary orders—

"It is so good to have you here," said one of the
ot her bei ngs.

A chorus of voices broke out in English all at once,
and the aliens crowded around. One | arge, rather

wal ruslike alien offered to shake hands with M ke,
and actually did so in a clunmsy manner.

"Now, wait. Wait!" roared M ke. The room fel
silent. The assenbled aliens waited, |ooking at him
in an inquiring nmanner

"Now, listen to ne!" snapped M ke. "And answer
one sinple question. What is all this you're trying to
give to us humans?"

"Why, everything," said Arrjhani k. "Qur worlds,

our people, are yours. Merely ask for what you want.
In fact—pl ease ask. It would make us feel so good to
serve you, few though you are at the nonment here."

"Yes," said the voice of Miral, fromthe background.
"If you'll forgive nme speaking up in this assenbl age—
they asked for nothing back on Tolfi, and | was forced
to exercise my wits for things to supply themwth.
I"'mafraid | nay have botched the job."

"I sincerely hope not," said Arrjhanik, turning to
| ook at the Tol fian. Mral ducked his head, enbar-
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rassed |ly.

"M ke," said Arrjhanik, turning back to the hu-
mans, "something about all this seenms to bother you
If you would just tell us what it is—=

"All right," said Mke. "I will." He | ooked around

at all of them "You people are all being very gener-
ous. In fact, you're being so generous it's hard to
believe. Now, | accept the fact that you nay have
had contact with other groups of humans before us.
There's been specul ati on back on our honme world

that our race m ght have originated el sewhere in the
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gal axy, and that would mean there mght well be

ot her human groups in existence we don't even know

of . But even assuning that you may have reached al
possible limts of |ove and admration for the hu-
mans you once knew, it stiil doesn't make sense that
you would be willing to just nake us a gift of all you
possess, to bow down to a peopl e who—we're not

blind, you know—possess only a science that is child-
i ke conpared with your own."

To Mke's surprise, the reaction to this little speech
was a nurmur of admiration fromthe group

"So analytical. So very human!" said the wal rus-
like alien warmy in tones clearly pitched to carry to
M ke' s ear

"Indeed," said Arrjhanik, "we understand your
doubts. You are concerned about what, in our offer,
is ... you have a termfor it—=

"The catch,” said Mke grimy and bluntly. "Wat's
the catch?"

"The catch. Yes," said Arrjhanik. "You have to

excuse nme. |'ve only been speaking this |anguage of
yours for—

"Just the last day or so, | know " said Mke sourly.
"Well, no. Just for the last few hours, actually.

But — went on Arrjhanik, "while there's no actua

way of putting your doubts to rest, it really doesn't
matter. More of your people are bound to conme. They
will find our Confederation open and free to all of
them In tine they will cone to believe. It would be
presunptuous of us to try to convince you by argu-
ment . "

"Wel |, just suppose you try it anyway," said M ke,
unaware that his jaw was jutting out in a manner
whi ch coul d not be otherw se than belligerent.

"But we'd be only too happy to!" cried Arrjhanik,
ent husi astically- "You see"-he placed a hand or paw.
dependi ng on how you | ooked at it, gently on Mke's
arm—all that we have nowadays, we owe to our
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former humans. This science you nmake such a point
of they developed it in a few short thousand years.
The Confederation was organi zed by them Since

t hey' ve been gone—

"Ch, yes," interrupted Mke. "Just how did they
go? Mnd telling ne that?"

"The strain—the effort of invention and al |l —was

too much for them" said Arrjhanik, sadly. He shook
his head. "Ah." he said, "they were a great people—
you are a great people, you humans. Al ways striving.
al ways pushi ng, never giving up. We others are but
pal e shadows of your kind. | amafraid, M ke, that
your cousins worked thensel ves to death, and for

our sake. So you see, when you think we are giving
you sonething that is ours, we are really just return-
i ng what belongs to you, after all."

"Very pretty," said Mke. "I don't believe it. No
race could survive who just gave everything away for
not hi ng. And sonewhere behind all this is the catch |
spoke of. That's what you're not telling ne—what all
of you will be getting out of it, by turning your
Conf ederation over to us."

"But . . . now | understand!" cried Arrjhanik. "You
didn't understand. W are the ones who will be get-
ting. You humans will be doing ail the giving. Surely
you should know that! It's your very nature that
ensures that, as our friend who just died said. You
humans can't hel p yourselves, you can't keep from
it

"Keep fromwhat?" yelled Mke, throwing up his
hands i n exasperati on.

"Way," said Arrjhanik, "I was sure you under -

stood. Why fromassum ng all authority and respon-
sibility, fromtaking over the hard and dirty job of
runni ng our Confederation and nmaking it a happy,
healthy place for us all to live, safe and protected
fromany enemes. That is what all the rest of us have
been saddl ed with these thousands of years since
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that other group of your people died, and | can't tel
you"—-Arrj hani k, his eyes shining, repeated his |ast
words strongly and enphatically—=1 can't tell you
how badl y things have gone to pot, and how very,

very glad we are to turn it all over to you humans,
once again!"
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