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MEN LI KE US

By Davi d Drake

There was a toad crucified against themat the head of the pass. Decades of cooking in the blue
haze fromthe east had left it withered but incorruptible. It remnined, even now that the haze was
only a nenory. The three travelers squatted down before the talisnman and stared back at it.

"The village can't be far fromhere," Smith said at last. "I'll go down tonorrow. "

Ssu-ma shrugged and argued, "Wy waste tine? W can all go down together."

"Time we've got," said Kozinski, playing absently with his ribs as he eyed the toad. "A lot of the
stories we've been told conme fromignorance, fromfear. There may be no nore truth to this one
than to many of the others. W have a duty, but we have a duty as well not to disrupt needl essly.
W'll wait for you and watch.™

Smith chuckled wyly. "Wiat sort of nmen would there be in the world," he said, "if it weren't for
men |ike us?"

Al'l three of them | aughed, but no one bothered to finish

their old joke.

The trail was steep and narrow. The stream was now bubbling ten neters below, but in springtinme it
would fill its sharp gorge with a torrent as cold as the snows that spawned it. Coning down the
vall ey, Smith had a good view of Mdseby when he had eased around the | ast facet of rock above the
town. It sprawed in the angle of the creek and the river into which the creek plunged. In a niche
across the creek fromthe houses was a broad stone building, lighted by slit w ndows at second-
story level. Its only entrance was an arnored door. The building could have been a prison or a
fortress were it not for the power lines running fromit, nostly to the snelter at the riverside
A plunme of vapor overhung its slate roof.

One of the pair of guards at the door of the power plant was norosely surveying the opposite side
of the gorge for want of anything better to do. He was the first to notice Snith. H's jaw dropped.
The traveler waved to him The guard blurted sonmething to his conpanion and threw a switch beside
t he door.

What happened then frightened Smith as he thought nothing in the world could frighten himagain:
An air raid siren on the roof of the power plant sounded, rising into a wail that shook echoes
fromthe gorge. Men and wonen darted into the streets, sonme of themarned, but Smith did not see
the people, these people, and he did not fear anything they could do to him

Then the traveler's mnd was back in the present, a snile on his face and nothing in his hands but
an oak staff worn by the nmiles of earth and rock it had butted against. He conti nued down into the
vill age, past the fences and latrines of the nearest of the houses. Men with crossbows net him
there, but they did not touch him only notioned the travel er onward. The rest of the townsfolk
gathered in

an open area in the center of the town. It separated the detached houses on the east side fromthe
row of flinsier structures built along the river. The latter obviously served as barracks,
taverns, and brothels for bargees and snelter workers. The row buil dings had no w ndows facing
east, and even their latrines nmust have been dug on the riverside. A few people joined the crowd
fromthemand fromthe snelter itself, but only a few.

"That's cl ose enough," said the forenost of those awaiting the traveler. The |l ocal was a big man
with a pink scalp. It shone through the Iong w sps of white hair that he brushed carefully back
over it. His jacket and trousers were of wool, dyed blue so that they nearly nmatched the shirt of
anci ent polyester he wore underneath. "Wiere have you cone fron?"

"Just about everywhere, one time or another," Smith answered with an engagi ng grin. "Dubuque,
originally, but that was a long tinme ago."

"Don't play ganmes with the chief,” hissed a somewhat younger man with a cruel face and a simlar
uniform "You cane over the nountains, and nobody cones fromthe Hot Lands."

Chief of police, Smith marvel ed as he connected the title and the shirts now worn as regali a.

Al oud he said, "Wien's the last tine anybody from here wal ked over the nountains? Ever?"

Bearded faces went hard. The traveler continued, "A hundred years ago, two hundred. It was too hot
for you to go anywhere that side of the hills, but not now. Maybe I'll never sire children of ny
own, but | never needed that. | needed to see the world, and | have done that, friends."

"Strip him" the chief said flatly.

Smith did not wait for the grimlooking men to force him He shrugged off his pack and handed it
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to the nearest of the guards arned with crossbows and hand-forged swords. He said, "Gently with
it, friend. There's some of it that's fragile, and | need it to trade for room and board the next
while.” He began to unhook his |eather vest.

Si x of the nmen besides the chief wore the remmants of police uniforms over their jackets. They
were all older-not lean warriors |ike the crossbownen-but they carried firearns. Five of them had
ML6 rifles. The anodi zed finish of the receivers had been polished down to the al um num by ages of
diligent ignorance. The sixth man had a di sposabl e rocket |auncher, certain proof that the
villagers here had at sone tinme |ooted an armnmy base-or a guardroom

"Just a boy fromthe Mdwest," Smith continued pleasantly, pulling out the tails of his wool en

shirt. "I wanted to see New York City, can you believe that? But we'll none of live forever, wll
\/\e?"

He laid the shirt, folded fromhabit, on his vest and began unlacing his boots of caribou |eather
"There's a crater there now, and the waves still glow blue if there's even an overcast to dimthe

sun. And your skin prickles."

The traveler grinned. "You won't go there, and | won't go there again, but |I've seen it, where the
observation deck of the World Trade Towers was just about the closest nortal man got to heaven
with his feet on man's earth . "

"We've heard the stories," the chief grunted. He carried a stainless-steel revolver in a holster
of nmore recent vintage.

"Trousers?" Smith asked, cocking an eyebrow at the women in dull-col ored dresses.

The chi ef nodded curtly. "Wen a man cones fromthe Hot Lands, he has no secrets fromus," he
said. "Any of us."

"Well, | might do the sanme in your case," the traveler

agreed, tugging | oose the |aces closing the woolen trousers, "but | can tell you there's little
enough truth to the runors of what wal ks the wastel ands." He pulled the garnent down and stepped
out of it.

Smith's body was wiry, the nuscles tight and thickly covered by hair. If he was unusual at all, it
was in that he had been circunti sed-no | onger a conmon operation in a world that had better uses
for a surgeon's tinme. Then a wonan noticed Smith's |left palm never hidden but somehow never
clearly seen until that nonent. She screaned and pointed. O hers |eveled their weapons, buzzing as
a hive does when a bear nears it.

Very carefully, his face as blank as the | eather of his pack, Smith held his left hand toward the
crowmd and spread his fingers. Ridges of gnarled flesh stood out as if they had been paraffin
refrozen a nonent after being liquefied. "Yes, | burned it,"” the traveler said evenly, "getting
too close to sonething the-sonmething the Blast was too close to. And it'll never heal, no. But it
hasn't gotten worse, either, and that was years ago. It's not the sort of world where | could
conplain to have lost so little, hey?"

"Put it down," the chief said abruptly. Then, to the guard who was searching the pack. "Wapons?"
"Only this," the guard said, holding up a sling and a dozen dense pebbles fitted to its |eather
pocket .

"There's a little folding knife in nmy pants pocket.'
rabbits | take."

"Then put your clothes on," the chief ordered, and the crowd's breath eased. "You can stay at the
i nn, since you've truck enough to pay for it"-he nodded toward the careful pile the guard had nmade
of Smith's trading goods-"and perhaps you can find girls on Front Street to service you as well.
There's none of that east of the Assenbly here, | warn you. Before you do anything el se,

t hough, you talk to ne and the boys in private at the station.”

The travel er nodded and began dressing w thout enbarrassnent.

The police and their guards escorted Snmith silently, acting as if they were still uncertain of his
status. Their destination was a two-story building of native stone. It had probably been the town
hal | before the Blast. It was now the chiefs residence as well as the governnent's headquarters.
Despite that, the building was far |ess confortable than many of the newer structures that had
been designed to be heated by the stoves and lighted by |Ianps and wi ndows. In an office whose

pl ywood paneling had been carefully preserved-despite its shoddy gl oom ness-the governing
oligarchs of the town questioned Smth.

They were probing and businesslike. Snith answered honestly and as fully as he coul d. Weapons
caches? Looted by survivors or rotted in the intervening centuries. Food depots? A nyth, seeded by
menori es of supermarkets and brought to flower in the decades of fanmi ne and cold that slew ten
tinmes as nany folk as the Blast had slain directly. Scrap netal for the furnaces? By the nillions
of tons, but there would be no way to transport it across the nountains. And, besides, netals were
of ten hot even at this renpve fromthe Bl ast.

Smith volunteered. "I use it to skin the
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"All right," said the chief at last, shutting the handbook of waxed boards on which he had been
maki ng notes. The room had become chilly about the time they had had to |ight the sooty naphtha

lamp. "If we think of nore during the night, we can ask in the norning." H's eyes narrowed. "How
| ong are you expecting to stay?"
Smith shrugged. "A few days. | just liketo . . . wander. | really don't have any desire to do

anything else." He raised his pack by the straps and added, "Can one of you

direct ne to your inn?"

Carter, the youngest of the six policenen, stood. He was a blocky man with black hair and a pepper-
and-salt beard. He had conducted nuch of the questioning hinself. "I'Il take him" he said. Unlike
his coll eagues, he carried a heavy fighting knife in addition to his automatic rifle. He held the
door open for Snith.

The ni ght sky was patchy. Wen the silver nmoon was clear, there was nore |ight outside than the
bud of naphtha cast within. The pall of steam above the power plant bul ged and waned like the
mant| e of an octopus. Tiny azure sparks traced the power |ines across the bridge and down into the
snel ter.

Smith thunbed at the plant. "They made light fromelectricity, you know? Before the Blast. You
ever try that?"

Hi s gui de | ooked at himsharply. "Not |ike they did. Things glow, but they burn up when we can't
keep all the air away from'em But you'd be snmarter not to ask questions, boy. And maybe you'd be
smarter to leave here a little sooner than you planned. Not to be unfriendly, but if you talk to
us, you'll talk to others. And we don't much care for talk about Mseby. It has a way of spreading
where it shouldn't."

The policenman turned through an open gate and up a gravel ed pathway. Rosy light |eaked around the
shutters of a large building on the edge of the Assenbly. Sound and warm air bl ooned into the

ni ght when he opened the door. In the nild weather the anteroom door was open wthin

"Carter!" shouted a big man at the bar of the taproom "Just in time to buy us a round!" Then he
saw Smith and blinked, and the dozen or so nen of the conpany grew qui eter than the hiss of the
fire.

"Friends, | don't bite," said Smith with a smle, "but | do drink and | will sleep. If | can cone
to an agreenent with our host here, that is," he added, beaning toward the barnan

"Model | 's the name," said the tall, knob-jointed |ocal. Neither he nor the traveler offered to
shake hands, but he returned the other's smle with a briefer, professional one of his owmn. "Let's
see what you have to trade.”

The nen at the bar made roomas Smith arranged his snmall stock on the nmahogany. First the traveler
set out an LP record, still sealed in plastic. Mdell's |lips noved silently as his finger hovered
a mllineter above the title. "Wat's a 'Cher,'?" he finally asked.

"The lady's name," said Snmith. "She pronounced it “share.' " Knowi ng grunts fromthe nen around

hi m chorused the expl anation. "You' ve electricity here, | see. Perhaps there's a phonograph?"

"Naw, and the power's not trained enough yet anyhow," Mdell said regretfully. H's eyes were ful

of the jacket photograph. "It heats the snelters is all, and-"

"Model |, you're supposed to be trading, not running your nouth,” the policeman interrupted. "Get
on with it."

"Well, if not the record, then-" Smith said.

"I mght make you an offer on the picture,” one of the l[ocals broke in.

"I won't separate them |I'mafraid,” Smith rejoined, "and | won't have the record where it can't
be used properly. These may be nore useful, though I can't guarantee themafter the tinme they' ve
been sitting . . . ." And he laid a red-and-green box of .30-30 cartridges on the wood

"The chief keeps all the guns in Mseby besides these," said Carter, patting the plastic stock of
his ML6. "It'lIl stay that way. And there's a righteous plenty of anmunition for them already."
"Fine, fine," said Smith, unperturbed, reaching again into his pack. He rempved a plastic box that
whirred until a tiny green hand reached out of the mechanismto shut itself off. It frightened the
onl ookers as nuch as Smith's own radiation scars had. The traveler thoughtfully hid the toy again
in his pack before taking out his final item a d conpass.

"I't always shows north, unless you're too close to iron," Smth said as he denonstrated. "You can
turn the base to any nunber of degrees and take a sighting through the slot there, but I'll want
nore than a night's lodging for it."

"Qur tokens are good up and down the river," one of the |ocals suggested, ringing a small brass
disk on the bar. It had been struck with a conplex pattern of lightning bolts on one side and the
nunber SO on the other. "You can redeem'emfor iron ingots at dockside," he expl ained, thunbing
toward the river. "Course, they discount 'emthe farther away you get."

"I don't followrivers a great deal," the traveler lied with a smle. "Let's say that | get room
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and board-and all |, care to drink-for a week . "
The chaffering was good-natured and brief, concluding with three days' room and board, or-and-
here Smith nodded toward the stern-faced Carter-so nuch shorter a tinme as he actually stayed in
the village. In addition, Smith would have all the provisions he requested for his journey and a
round for the house now. When Modell took the traveler's hand, extended to seal the bargain, the
whol e room cheered. The demands for nugs of the sharp, potent beer drew the i nnkeeper when he
woul d far rather have pored over his pre-Blast acquisition-marvel ous, though of scant use to him
The dealing over, Smith carried his nug to one of the stools before the fire. Sausages, dried
veget abl es, and a
pair of lanterns hung fromthe roof joists. Deer and elk antlers were pegged to the pine paneling
all around the room and above the mantel pi ece glowered the skull of a rat larger than a Gernan
shepherd.
"I wonder that a man has the courage to wal k al one out there," suggested a heavy-set |ocal who
tanped his pipe with the ball of his thunmb, "what with the nuties and all."

Sm th chuckl ed, swi gged his beer, and gestured with the mug at the rat skull. "Like that, you
mean? But that's old. The giant rats were nasty enough, | have no doubt, but they weren't any
stronger than the wol ves, and they were a good deal stupider. Maybe you'd find a col ony now and
again in ruins downw nd of a Strike, but they'Il not venture far into the light, and the ones
that're left-not many-are nothing that a slingstone or arrow can't cure if needs be." He paused
and smled. "Besides, their nmeat's sweet enough, I'mtold."

Despite the fire, the other faces in the circle went pale. Smth's eyes registered the reaction
while he continued to smle. "Now travelers tell stories, you know," he said, "and there's an art

to listening to them There's little enough to joke about on the trail. So | have to do it here."
H s face went serious for a nonent, and he added, "But I'Il tell you this and swear to the truth
of it: Wien | was near what nay have been C eveland, | thought |I'd caught a nouse rummaging in ny

pack. And when | fetched it out, it was no bigger than a nouse, and its | egs were fol ded under it
so it could hop and scurry the way a nouse can. But its head-there was a horn just there"-the
travel er touched the tip of his nose-"and another littler one just behind it. |I figure sonme zoo
keeper before the Blast would have called ne a liar if 1'd told himwhat his rhinos would breed
to, don't you think?"

He drank deep. The conpany buzzed at the wonder and

the easy fellowship of the man who had seen it.

"Scottie neant the half-nmen, didn't you, Scottie?" said a bul ky man whose nustache and the beard
fringing his nmouth were dark with beer. He mimed an extra head with his clenched fist. "Mnsters
like that in the Hot Lands."

Smith's head bobbed sagel y agai nst the chorus of grimassent fromthe other nen. "Sure, | know
what you nean," he said. "Two-headed men? Grls with an extra pair of |egs coning out of their
bel lies?"

Sounds of horror and agreenent.

"You see,"” the traveler went on, "the Blast changed things, but you know as well as | do that it
didn't change themto be easier for nen. There've always been children born as . . . nonsters, if
you will. Maybe nore born nowadays than there were before the Blast, but they were born, and |'ve

seen books that were old at the Blast that talk of them And they don't live now, nmy friends. Life
everywhere is too hard, and those poor innocents renind folk of the Blast, and who woul d renmenber
t hat ?"

He | ooked around the room The eyes that nmet his dropped swiftly. "There's been sonme born here in
Moseby, haven't there?" Smith asked, his words thrusting like knife blades and no doubt in them
"Where are they now?"

The man they had called Scottie bit through the reed stemof his pipe. He spluttered, and the
front legs of his stool clacked on the puncheon fl oor

"Say, now, |'mnot here to pry," Smith continued swiftly. "Wat you do is your own business. For
my own part, |'d appreciate another rmug of this excellent beer."

Chairs scraped in agreenent as all the nen stood, stretched, and noved to the bar. Modell drew
beer snmoothly, chal king drinks on the board on the back wall everyone but Snmith was a |local. The

i nnkeeper even broached a new cask wi thout noticeable delay. Several of

t he conpany went out by the rear door and returned, lacing their trousers. There was a brief pause
as everyone settled back around the fire. Then Scottie swall owed, scow ed, and said belligerently,
"All right, what about the Changelings?"

"Pardon?" The traveler's eyes were friendly above the rimof his nug, but there was no
conprehension in them

"Ch, cone on!" the local said, flushing in enbarrassment. "You know about the Changelings.
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Everybody does. The Bl ast nade them They were men before, but now they gl ow blue and change their
shapes and wal k around |i ke skel etons, all bones!" Scottie |owered his eyes and sl urped his beer
in the silence. At |ast he repeated. "Everybody knows."

Gently, as if the suggestion did not appear as absurd to himas it suddenly did to everyone el se
inthe room Snith said, "I've seen sone of the Strike Zones. | guess |'ve said that. There's
nothing there, friend. The destruction is total, everything. It isn't likely that anything was
created by the Blast."

"The Bl ast changed things. We can all agree there," said Carter unexpectedly. Eyes turned toward
the policeman seated at one corner of the heart. "Random change," Carter continued to nuse al oud
"That' ||l generally nean destruction, yes. But there was a | ot of power in the bonbs, and a | ot of
bonbs. So nmuch power that

Who knows what they could have done?"

Smith | ooked at the policeman. He nodded again. "Power, yes. But the chance that the changes, cel

by cell, atomby atom would be . . . not destructive. That's a billion to one against, M.
Carter."

"Wel |, the books say there were billions of nmen in the world before the Blast," the policenan
sai d, spreading the fingers of his left hand, pal mupward.

The traveler's scarred left hand mirrored the policeman's. "It's a wide world," he said, "as you
must know and | surely do." He drank, sniled again, and said, "You're famliar with bonbs, it
woul d seem friend. 1've heard talk in ny travels that there was a stockpile of bonbs in the
nmount ai ns around here. Do you know that story?"

Carter |looked at Smith with an expression that was terrible inits stillness. "Mdell,"” he said in
the silence, "it's tinme to throw another log on the fire." He paused. The innkeeper scurried to do

as directed. "And it's time," the policeman continued, "to talk of other things than the Bl ast.
What sort of ganme do you find in the Hot Lands, for instance?"

"Well, | snare nore than | knock on the head with nmy sling." Smith began easily, and the room
relaxed a little.

They tal ked and drank late into the night. Smith told of gnarly woods and of following mles of
trails worn no higher than a hog's shoulder. The locals replied with tales of their farns in the
river bottoms, managed for themby hirelings, and the wealth they drew from shares in the
snelter's profits. Few of themactually did any of the heavy, dangerous work of steel production

t hensel ves. Mdseby was a feudal state, but its basis was the power plant, not |and.

When Carter finally left, only Scottie and another l|ocal remained in conmpany with Smith and
Model |, and the talk grew | ocoser. Finally Scottie wheezed, "They drift in here to Mdseby, up the
river and down. You're the first across the nountains, boy, I'lIl tell the world. W put 'emto
work in the fields or the snelter, or they crew the barges for us. But they're not Mseby; they're
not the Assenbly. It's us who've got the power, under the chief and the police, that is. W keep
the Light, and then-"

Model | touched the line of Scottie's jaw, silencing him Scottie's surprise blooned into awakened
fright. "You ve had enough tonight, old nman," the innkeeper said. "Pook, you, too. Time for you
both to get hone and for nme to get to bed."

"And nme," Smith agreed. Modell had al ready brought out blankets and opened a side bench into a
cot. "Though, first I'lIl take a leak and, say, a walk to settle ny head. If you |l eave the door on
the I atch?"

Model | nodded dourly. "You've been listening to that fool Howes and his talk of the girls across
the Assenbly. Hmwith a wife and six children, too! WIll, don't try to bring one back here with
you. They shoul d know better, but if one didn't, it'd be the worse for both of you." The innkeeper
bl ew out one of the lanps and noved toward the other

Smith urinated in the open ditch behind the building, letting his eyes readjust to the nmoongl ow
Then he began to wal k along the sewer with a deceptive purposel essness. In the shadow of the house
nearest the creek he paused, eyeing the noddi ng guards across the gorge. The traveler took off his
boots. He ducked into the ditch and used its cover to crawl down onto the creek bank.

The rock was steep, but it was |inmestone and weathered into irregularity enough for Smth's
practiced fingers to grip. Snoothly, but w thout haste, the travel er slipped along below the |ine
of sight on the guards at the power plant. Wen he reached the bridge trestles, he paused again
breathing carefully. H s hands exam ned the nearest of the handsawn oak tinbers, tracing it from
where it butted into the rock to where it crossed another beam halfway to the stringers. Smith
swung onto the trestle and

began to negotiate the gorge like an ant in a clunp of heavy grass.

Any sounds the travel er night have nade were nuffled by the creek. Snmith edged left toward the
west corner of the building. The wall there was built alnost to the rimof the gorge. Smith's
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clothing matched the color of the wet stone so that his outline was at |east blurred for a
potential watcher fromthe village, but |lack of alertness of the guards' part was his rea

def ense.

Smith raised his head. Both guards were nodding in their chairs, crossbhows |eaning against the
door posts beside them The traveler swng up lithely. A step later he -was huggi ng the power
plant's west wall. The stone humred.

The buil ding was as nassive a construction as anything Snith had seen created after the Blast. The
walls were dry stone, using the natural |ayering of linmestone and their one-neter thickness to
attain an adequate seal without nortar. Their weathered seans nmade it easy for soneone of Snmith's
strength and condition to nount the five neters of blank wall to the lighted slits just bel ow the
roof. The interior was nmuch as the traveler had expected it to be, much as he had seen it before
here and there across the face of the world.

Si x huge electric notors were ranked bel ow him They were being used as generators, driven by a
conpl ex pattern of shafts and broad | eather belts. Only one of themwas turning at the nonment.
When the snelters were working at full capacity and called in turn for the maxi mum out put of the
pl ant, the room woul d be a bedl am of machi nes and their attendants. Now one man and a wonman were
sufficient. The light of the naphtha lanterns illunminating the chanber nmay have exaggerated the
attendants' pallor, but they certainly saw | ess of the sun than the villagers across the stream
did. It was hard to believe that control of this apparatus was left to slaves, yet it was even
more unlikely that freemen who knew what they were doing would enter the chanber bel ow

In the center of the north wall, built against the living rock of the mountainside, was the
reactor.

Its genesis was evident, for the black hulls of ten fusion bonbs were ranged along the partition
wall to the east. Smith, his head framed in the narrow wi ndow, |icked his |ips when he saw the

bonbs. They woul d no | onger be weapons; the plutoniumof their fission cores would have decayed
beyond the capacity to formcritical mass when conpacted. But those cores, taken fromtheir
cocoons of lithium hydride and the inner baths of deuterium could still fuel a reactor

The latter was an ugly mass of stone bl ocks, overshadowed by a mantis |ike derrick. Steamfromthe
reactor drove the pistons of a crude engine. Unlike the pre-Blast electric notors, the steam
engi ne had been manufactured for its present purpose. Inefficient, it |eaked vapor through seans
and rope gaskets, but the power to create steamfromwater was virtually inexhaustible on the
scal e required here.

Manuf acturing skill and not theoretical know edge had frequently been the brake on hunman progress.
Leonardo da Vinci could design a workable aircraft, but no one for four hundred years could build
an engine to drive it. Nucl ear-power technology was so sinple, given the refined fuel and
expendabl e humans to work it, that an age that could not manufacture snokel ess powder could
nonet hel ess build a fission plant. Al it would have taken was a weapons stockpile and a
technician or tw from Gak Ridge, vacationing in the nountains at the time of the Bl ast.

It was what Smith had come to | earn.

There was a new sound in the night. A score or nore of men were thudding across the bridge to the
power plant. Smith ducked his head beneath the sill of the window. As he did so, the siren on the
roof hooted ferally. Knowing that there was no escape downward if he had been seen, the traveler
sl i pped sideways and began to cl anber up between a pair of the windows. As his fingers touched the
edge of the slates, a voice frombel ow shouted, "There he is!"

Smith gathered hinmself to swing onto the gently sloped roof; sonething tapped his knuckles. He

| ooked up. The nuzzle of Carter's ML6 stared back at him The policeman sniled over the sights. "I
saw sonet hing bl ock one of the plant wi ndows," the |ocal nman said. "Thought it night be worth
waki ng the guards for. Now, friend, you just clinb down easy to where the people are waiting, or
me and the boys here won't wait for the cerenmony."

The pair of guards flanking Carter had faces as tense as their cocked crossbows. Smith shook his
head ruefully and descended into the waiting manacl es.

The siren gave three long cries as the guards marched Smith back across the bridge. G tizens,
warned by the initial signal, began wal king out of their houses, the nen arned, the wonen bl eak as
gray steel. They drifted toward the shrouded platform across the long axis of the Assenbly from
the bridge. None of the citizens seened to want to be the first to reach the common destination
They dawdl ed in pairs and trios, turning aside as Snith and his captors passed anobng them

The chief and the renmaining policenen had hurried up the steps to what was clearly a covered altar
by the tine

Smith reached it. Cords fluttered as the canvas roof was gathered within the screen of hoardings
built on a base of stone bl ocks. Sonething nechanical purred and paused. Sparks hi ssed about the
power line strung to the platformalong a line of |ow posts on the western edge of the Assenbly.
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"On up," Carter said, smiling. He tweaked Smith's nanacles toward the steps. The guards were
taking position at the base of the altar, facing out toward the Assenbly. Despite the siren calls,
there was no sign of life or novement fromthe snelter and its associ ated buil dings. Their bl ank
wal | s were nore than a physical renmi nder of the grip the freehol ders of Mseby held on the m nds
and |ives of those who would work in their village. The business toni ght was no busi ness of a
bargee or a factory hand.

Smith mounted the steps. Two policenen received him holding their rifles by the pistol grips as
if they were still functional weapons. Well, perhaps they were.

There were other inprobable things in this place.

The noonlight was shadowed by the flinsy walls. It gave only hints of the enclosed area: the
policenen in their ragged uniforns; two |large, vertical cylinders, the one nounted sonewhat higher
than the other; and, at the front of the platform a wooden block the height of a man's knee.
"There," nuttered one of the policenen, guiding the traveler's neck onto the block. No force was
necessary. Smith was as docile as a babe at its nmother's breast. Carter took a quick lashing from

Smith's right wist to a staple set for the purpose in the flooring. "If it wasn't that you know
too much," the policeman said conversationally, "we'd |l et you spend the rest of your life inside
the plant. But sonebody who's travel ed as you have, seen what you have . . . we don't want to be

i ke Sanson, chaining you
in the tenple so you can bring it down on us, hey?"
"Tie him and we'll get this over with," the chief grow ed.

Carter unl ocked the manacl es and bound Smith's left wist to another staple. "It was a good idea
when they chopped nuties here every week,"” he said. "lIt's a good idea now. The cerenony reni nds us
all that it's us against the world and all of us together. I'll take the ax if you like."

Smith, facing the panels, could not see the exchange. The air licked his neck and cheek as
sonet hi ng passed from hand to hand between the nmen. "Drop the walls," the chief ordered, "and turn
on the light."

The pins | ocking together the corners of the hoardings slipped out. The panels arced down
sinmultaneously in a rush of air and a collective sigh fromthe Assenbly. The purring of an

el ectric notor awoke under the platform rising and becom ng sibilant in the absence of conpeting
sound. A taut drive belt npaned; then the npan was buried in a sudden crackle, and white |ight

pl ayed like terror across the upturned faces.

Smith twisted his head. The policenen stood in a line across the width of the platform Carter, in
the mddle, gripped the haft of afire ax. Its head was still darkened by flecks of red paint. He
grinned at the traveler. Behind the rulers of the village glared another burst of |ightning
between the static generator's heads: the polished casings of a pair of fusion bonbs. No objects
could have been nore fittingly synbolic of Mdseby's power. The Van de G aaff generator provided a
crude but effective way of converting electricity to light. Its DC notor pulled a belt from which
el ectrons were conbed into one bonb casing. The static discharges to the grounded casing were all
the nore spectacular for being intermttent.

"You still have a chance to save yourselves if you let ne go," said Smith, shouting over the
ripping arcs. "There is no punishment too terrible for men who woul d use atonmi c power again, but
you still have tine to flee!"

Carter's smle broadened, his teeth flickering in light reflected onto his face. He roared, "W
dedicate this victimto the power that preserves us all!" and he raised his ax.

"You fool," the traveler said quietly. He did not try to slide back fromthe bl ock, even as he
wat ched a nultiple discharge strobe the edge of the descending ax. The hungry steel caught him
squarely, shearing like a shard of ice through his flesh. H's vertebrae popped louder in his ears
than the hollow report of the blade against the wood. The ax head quivered, separating all but a
finger's breadth of the traveler's neck. He blinked at Carter

The policenman rocked his blade free. Static discharges sizzled behind himat three-second
intervals. Smith felt a line of warnth as his Bl ast-changed fl esh knitted together again while the
steel withdrew

Still kneeling, the Changeling turned toward the crowd. "People!" he shouted. "Whatever it costs
men today, nmen tonorrow nust know that nuclear power is death! It nade this world what it is. It
is the one evil that cannot be tolerated, ever again! For Man's sake, for the world's-"

Screami ng, Carter slanmed the ax down on the traveler's tenple. The blade bit to the helve. Smith
reached up with his right hand, tearing the staple fromthe fl ooring. He gripped the wood, and it
splintered as he drew the ax fromwhere it was |odged in his bone. The Changeling stood, his head
flowing together like wax in a nold. His left wist re-formed as the rawhide |ashing cut through
it.

Sparks |ike shards of sunlight clawed through the high windows of the power plan. That gush of
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light died. The siren began to w nd, higher and higher. The notor of the

Van de Graaf generator was speeding also, the current that drove it no longer controlled. The arcs
were a constant white sheet between the bonb casings. Soneone-two figures-crossed the bridge from
the power plant. The blue glow fromthe buil ding back |ighted them

"Flee!" Smith cried, lifting to the crowmd the scarred hand he had thrown up two centuries before
to the flare of a hundred-nmegaton bonb. "Flee this abonmination before it devours you-as it surely
will, as it did the world before this world!"

Carter screamed again and struck with his rifle butt, hurling the Changeling off the platform
Smth picked hinself up. The guards backed away fromhim their eyes wi de, their cocked bows
advanced as talismans and not threats.

The two figures on the bridge threw back their cloaks. The | apping arcs played across the half of
Kozinski's face and torso that was naked bone. The bare organs pulsed within, and his one eye
darted like a black jewel. The Blast had sonetinmes preserved and had sometines destroyed; this
once it had done both in near equality.

Ssu-ma woul d have stood out without the artificial |ighting. She had the sane trim beautiful
figure as the girl she had been the night she stared into the sky above Lop Nor and saw dawn bl aze
three hours early. Now that figure shone blue, brighter even than the spreading fire that ate
through the wall of the power plant behind her

The crowd was scattering toward hones and toward the river. No one approached the platform except
the two Changelings wal king toward their fell ow.

The chief threw up his revolver and snapped it three times, four, and at the fifth attenpt an
orange flash and the thunp of a shot in the open air. Five of the policenen were triggering their
aut onati ¢ weapons and tuggi ng at

the cocking pieces to spill msfired rounds on the platform But the old guns could still fire.
Shots sl apped and tore at the night in short bursts that pattered over the flesh of the
Changelings like raindrops on thick dust. And still they came, wal king toward Smth and the

pl at f or m

Incredibly, the antitank rocket ignited when the sixth policeman tugged its |anyard. In ignorance
he was hol ding the tube against his shoulder |ike a conventional weapon. The back- bl ast burned
away the man's armand chest in a ghastly simulacrumof Kozinski's nutilation. The rocket
corkscrewed, but chance slamed it into Ssu-ma's chest. The red blast nonentarily covered the
Changeling's own fell glow. Her body splattered like the pulp of a grapefruit struck by a naul

Si nul taneously the front wall of the power plant tore apart, snuffing the arcs dancing madly

bet ween the bonb casi ngs.

Then, evident in the sudden darkness, the bits of Ssuna's gl owi ng protoplasm began to draw
together like droplets of nercury sliding in the bowl of a spoon. Her head had not been damaged.
The waiting eyes smled up at the platform

Only Carter still stood before the casings. He had thrust the nmuzzle of his M6 into his nouth and
was trying to fire the weapon with his outstretched finger. The round under the hamrer mnisfired.
The power plant expl oded again, a gout of |ava that | oosened the hillside beneath it and sprayed
the village. Wod and cloth began to burn in a pale inmtation of what was happeni ng across the
creek. In slagging down, the reactor was fusing the rock and the hulls of the renmi ning bonbs.

Pl utonium fl owed white-hot with its own internal reactions, but it was spread too thin to self-
trigger another

Bl ast. The creek roared and boiled away as the rain of rock and nolten nmetal spewed into it. The
vapor that had been a plunme over the power plant was now a shroud to wap the burning village.

"I hadn't called you yet," Smith said, shouting over the tumult as he cl asped Kozinski's hand with
his own | eft hand. He extended his right to the smling Ssu-na.

"We heard the siren," the Wkrainian said, his voice strange for coming froma nouth that was half
bone-the half that had been turned away fromthe Strike that vaporized his infantry conpany, he
had once expl ai ned.

"We could all tell they weren't burning coal, couldn't we?" Susu-nma added.

The three travel ers began groping through the night, through the snoke and the screamng. "I don't
think we've ever checked whether the Oconee plant was still operable,” Smth said. "It'd be a good
time to see."

Kozi nski shrugged. "We ought to get back to England some tine. It's been too |long since we were
there."

"No, there's tine for that." Smith argued. "Nobody there is going to build a fission plant as |ong
as there's one nman left to tell what we did when we found the one at Harewel|."

A pair of burning buildings lighted their path, sweeping the air clear with an angry updraft.

Kozi nski squinted, then reached out his hand to halt Ssu-nma. "Your birthmark," he said, pointing
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to the star-shaped blotch beneath the girl's left breast. "It used to be on the right side."

She shrugged. "The rocket just now, | suppose.”

Kozi nski frowned. "Don't you see? If we can change at all, we can di e soneday."

"Sure," Smith agreed. "I've got sone white hairs on ny tenples. My hair was solid brown the .
when | went to New York."

"We'll live as long as the world needs us," Ssu-nma said quietly, touching each of the nmen and

gui ding themonward toward the trail back through the nountains. The steam and the ni ght w apped
them nuffled them Through it her words came: "After all, what sort of nmen would there be in the
world if it weren't for nmen |ike us?"

And all three of them spoke the final line of the joke, their voices bright with renenbered hunor:
"Men |ike us!"
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