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No use pretending: too many of the “young peopl€’ (whateverthat means, 4-6 year olds, 10-13,
15-20ish?) I’'m thrown into contact with these days are, in the words of Daffy Duck, maroons. . .ultra
maroons. Dumb, apathetic, surly, dumb, arrogant, semiliterate, dumb, disrepectful, obliviousto what's
going on around them, ethicaly barren, dishonorable, crushed by peer pressure and tv advertisng into
consumer conformity, crude, dumb, davesto the lowest manifestations of chegp crap popular culture (as,
for instance, WWF wrestling; boy bands; idiot Image comics featuring prepubescent fanboy
representations of women with the vacuous stares of cheerleaders, dl legs and bare butts, with breasts
like casaba melons grafted to their chests at neck level; horse-trank home-made mosh-pit Xtasy
kitty-flippin dope; and Old Navy rags that make everyone look like abag lady or wetbrain bindlestiff
with a sagging pants-load), inclined to respond to even minor inconveniences with anger or violence
because they’ ve been brainwashed into believing everything they want, they ought to have, and
everything ought to be given to them free, and oh yeah . . . did | mention they’ re dumb? Did | mention,
also, that they’ re ignorant as a sack of doorknobs? Which ain’texactly the same as dumb.

Andisn't thatexactly what you needed today, on aday that has dready been asfriendly as a paper cut?
Smartmouth from some tota stranger ’way older than you, some guy you never heard of before, comes
on fronting you with his*“young people suck” riff, tripping on you before you even know what you did
wrong to get thisgeezer so onamisson. Very nice, very cool. Y eah, you say: | gotcher coal right here.

So okay, I’m not talking aboutall teenaged kids. Just the onesyou have to ded with every day. The
pinheads, the bullies, the mean little rats who laugh a you behind your back or right to your face because
you' retoo fat or too scrawny or too tall or too short or you can't control the farts or you bump into
thingsdl the time or you got a helluva acne plague thisweek or your mommy dressed you weird or you
speak with an accent, or you' re good at sports but the other cregps think you' re just abig dumb ox, or
you redlly like to read and you get decent grades but the jocks and sosch skanks think you' re the Prince
of the Kingdom of Geek.

Notall “young people,” just the lameswho bustyour chops. Yeah, dl of "em . . . they should itch forever
with no scratch available. They should bresk aleg or two.

When | was your age, they were on me, too.

That’ swho thisguy snarling at you clamsto be. The kid who was there, same place as you, before you
got here. And I’ ve got this book of storiesthat definitely won't save your life, or get you off crysta-meth,
or turn your academic dideinto aclimb back up, or even clear up your acne.

It' sabook about some of the kinds of trouble we dl get into. The stuff that seemsto be agood idea at
the time, but turns out to be six monthsin rehab or a beef in the juvie hal of your choice. Trouble has
been my middle name since | wastwo — three yearsold. Y eah, that far back, | wasthe one they always
sworewas gonnawind up injail or lying in agutter with UPS trucks splashing garbage and mud on my
wretched carcass. Wdll, it didn’t happen. I’ ve got fame and money, and skill, and agreat wife, and a
boss home now they ask me to put together abook for youse guys.

Well, imagine my surprise. Not to mention my nervousness. | do alot of high school and college
lecturing, and it'snot a al likewhat it was, hell, eventen years ago. Today, when | confront an audience
of “young peopl€’ | get moremood 'n’ tude than aserid killer trying to cop aplea. So, likeajerk, | get
redlly honked at them and start insulting the audience.

And here swhatreally friesmy frijoles. . .
Theytake it!



They don’t learn from it, they don't get openly upset by it, they just it there and pout like babies. And
50, I’ ve packed it in, pretty much. Not like it waswhen | did collegesin the’60s and’ 70s, when
everyone was questioning and smart about what was happening in this country, when “young peopl€’
redly had thingsto rebel againg, instead of being upset that they’ re not alowed to play their Gameboy in
class.

So here’ sthisbook of weird little stories, something like amodern-day version of Aesop’s Fables,
except not redly. A book of warnings, what we call “gardyloos.” With lessonsto be learned that come
out of my own corrupt and devilish adolescence.

Careful, though. Gardyloo! | am nobody’ s here, and | am asfu-- well, you know what | mean, I'm as
messed up as you. So read the storiesfor pleasure, and if they make you grin or scare you alittle, and
you turn out okay as an adult, and you get rich . . . send me some money.

Because|I’'mjust apoor old guy trying to make asparse living in aworld full of “young people’ who are
smarter than |, cleverer than |, faster than |; and I’ m just about on the verge of becoming likey’ know a

“bag lady” kind of guy, gnawing the heads off rats, peeing in doorways, begging from door to door. So,

when these stories make you rich and famous, and they’ ve just completdly likey’ knowaltered your life,

send me a couple of bucks.

Because | loveyou folks, you know that, doncha?
| just loveya.

(Andwhilewe reat it, I'd like to sdll you some sharesin the PandaFarm I’ ve got growing in my butt.
Very reasonable.)

Yr. pd, Harlan.

HARLAN ELLISON
Sherman Oaks, Cdifornia

ON THE DOWNHILL SIDE

Here' sone of the few Secret Truths |’ ve learned for certain, having been “on theroad” since | was
thirteen and ran away. (Had nothing to do with my folks; they didn’t beat me; | was arestlesskid,
wanted to seetheworld.) The Truth isthis: most of the reasons we give for having done something or
other, usudly something that got usyelled at or grounded or busted, most of the reasons we dream up
are horse-puckey. (I'd use the B-word, but libraries are going to be stocking this book.) All those
reasons and excuses are just lame rationdizations, and they only tick off the people ydling a you. So
shine’em on. Forget them. The only reason that makes any senseis“Itseemed like agood ideaat the
time.” Lamethough it may be, it’ sthe Truth. “Why did you bust that window?’ Itseemed like agood
ideaat thetime. “Why did you get hung up on that guy/girl when you knew it was a destructive hookup?’
Itseemed like agood idea at the time. “Why did you do that lump of crack?” Itseemed . . . well, you get
it. Too bad the guy in thisfirst story didn’t get it, because the True Answer to why you fell in love with
someone who ranked & hurtyouis. . . itseemed like. . .

In love, there is always one who kisses and one who offers the cheek.

— French proverb



Iknew she was avirgin because she was able to ruffle the silken mane of my unicorn. Named Lizette, she
was a Grecian temple in which no sacrifice had ever been made. Vestd virgin of New Orleans, found
walking without shadow in the thankgod coolness of cockroach-crawling Louisananight. My unicorn
whinnied, inclined his head, and she stroked the ivory spira of hishorn.

Much of thistook placein whet is called the Irish Channel, astrip of street in old New Orleans where the
lace curtain micks had settled decades before; now the Irish were gone and the Cubans had taken over
the Channel. Now the Cubans were deeping, recovering from the muggy today that held within its hours
thedgja vu of muggy yesterday, thedéja réveé of intolerable tomorrow. Now the crippled bricks of side
dreets off Magazine had given up their nightly ghosts, and one such phantom had cometo me, calling my
unicorn to her — thus, clearly, avirgin— and | stood waiting.

Had it been Sutton Place, had it been a Manhattan evening, and had we met, she would have knedled to
pet my dog. And | would have waited. Had it been Puerto Vallarta, had it been 20° 36' N, 105° 13' W,
and had we met, she would have crouched to run her fingertips over the oil-dick hide of my iguana. And
| would have waited. Meeting in Streets requires ritual. One must wait and not bresthe too loud, if oneis
to enjoy the congress of the nightly ghosts.

She looked across the fine head of my unicorn and smiled a me. Her eyes were a shade of gray between
onyx and miscaculation. “Isit abit chilly for you?’ | asked.

“When | wasthirteen,” she said, linking my arm, taking atentative two stepsthat led me with her, up the
street, “or perhaps | was twelve, well no matter, when | was that approximate age, | had amarvelous
shawl of Belgian lace. | could look through it and see the mysteries of the sun and the other ars
unriddled. I’'m sure someone important and very nice has purchased that shawl from an antique dedler,
and paid handsomdly for it.”

It seemed not aterribly responsive reply to asimple question.

“A queen of the Mardi Gras Ball doesn't get chilly,” she added, unasked. | walked dong beside her, the
cool evasiveness of her arm binding us, my mind aweter of answer choices, none satisfactory.

Behind us, my unicorn followed slently. Well, not entirely slently. His platinum hoofs clattered on the
bricks. I'm afraid | felt astraight pin of jealousy. Perfection doesthat to me.

“When were you queen of the Bal?’
The date she gave me was one hundred and thirteen years before.
It must have been brutdly cold down there in the stones.

Thereisalittle book they sdl, aguide to manners and dining in New Orleans: I’ ve looked: nowherein
the book do they indicate the proper responses to aghost. But then, it says nothing about the wonderful
cemeteries of New Orleans West Bank, or Metairie. Or the gourmet dining at such locations. One
seeks, in vain, through the mutable, mercurid universe, for the complest guide. To everything. And, falling
in the search, one makes do the best one can. And suffersthe frustration, suffersthe ennui.

Perfection does that to me.

Wewalked for sometime, and grew to know each other, as best we' d dlow. These are some of the high
points. They lack continuity. | don’t gpologize, | merely point it out, adding with sometruth, | fed, that
most liaisons lack continuity. We find ourselvesin odd places a varioustimes, and for abrief spanwe
link our livesto others— even as Lizette had linked her arm with mine — and then, our time elgpsed, we



move gpart. Through ahaze of pain occasonaly; usualy through avell of memory that clings, then
passes; sometimes as though we have never touched.

“My nameisPaul Ordahl,” | told her. “ And the most awful thing that ever happened to me was my first
wife, Bernice. | don’'t know how eseto put it — even if it sounds melodramatic, it’'s Ssmply what
happened — she went insane, and | divorced her, and her mother had her committed to a private mental
home.”

“When | waseghteen,” Lizette said, “my family gave me my coming-out party. Wewereliving in the
Garden Didtrict, on Prytania Street. The house was alovely white Plantation — they cal them antebellum
now — with Grecian pillars. We had a persmmon-green gazebo in the rear gardens, directly besdea
weeping willow. It was sx-gded. Octagond. Or isthat hexagona ? It wasthe loveliest party. And whileit
was going on, | sneaked away withaboy . . . | don’t remember hisname. . . and we went into the
gazebo, and | let him touch my breasts. | don’t remember his name.”

We were on Decatur Street, walking toward the French Quarter; the Mississippi was on our right, dark
but making its presence known.

“Her mother was the one had her committed, you see. | only heard from them twice after the divorce. It
had been four stinking yearsand | redly didn’t want any more of it. Once, after I d started making some
money, the mother called and said Bernice had to be put in the state asylum. There wasn't enough money
to pay for the private home any more. | sent alittle; not much. | suppose | could have sent more, but |
was remarried, there was a child from her previous marriage. | didn’t want to send any more. | told the
mother not to cal me again. Therewas only once after that . . . it was the most terrible thing that ever
happened to me.”

We walked around Jackson Square, looking in at the very black grass, reading the plaques bolted to the
spear-topped fence, plagues telling how New Orleans had once bel onged to the French. We sat on one
of the benchesin the street. The street had been closed to traffic, and we sat on one of the benches.

“Our name was Charbonnet. Can you say that?’
| said it, with agood accent.

“I married avery wealthy man. Hewasin redl estate. At onetime he owned the entire block where the
Vieux Carré now stands, on Bourbon Street. He admired me grestly. He came and sought my hand,
and mymaman had to strike the bargain because my father was too weak to do it; he drank. | can admit
that now. But it didn’t matter, I’ d dready found out how my suitor was set financialy. Hewasn't
common, but he wasn't quality, either. But he waswedthy and | married him. He gave me presents. | did
what | had to do. But | refused to let him make love to me after he became friends with that awful Jew
who built the Metairie Cemetery over the race track because they wouldn't let him race his Jew horses.
My husband’' s name was Dunbar. Claude Dunbar, you may have heard the name? Our parties werede
rigueur .”

“Would you like some coffee andbeignets at du Monde?’

She stared at me for amoment, as though she wanted me to say something more, then she nodded and
gmiled.

We walked around the Square. My unicorn was waiting at the curb. | scratched his rainbow flank and he
struck aspark off the cobblestones with hisright front hoof. “I know,” | said to him, “we' [l soon start the
downhill sde. But not just yet. Be patient. | won't forget you.”



Lizette and | went inside the Café du Monde and | ordered two coffees with warm milk and two orders
ofbeignets from awaiter who was originaly from New Jersey but had lived most of hislifeonly afew
milesfrom College Station, Texas.

There was a coolness coming off the levee.

“I wasin New York,” | said. “1 wasrecelving an award at an architects convention — did | mention |
was an architect — yes, that’swhat | was at the time, an architect — and | did atelevison interview.
The mother saw me on the program, and checked the newspapers to find out what hotel we were using
for the convention, and she got my room number and called me. | had been out quite late after the
banquet where I’ d gotten my award, quite late. | was Sitting on the side of the bed, taking off my shoes,
my tuxedo tie hanging from my unbuttoned collar, getting ready just to throw clothes on the floor and sink
away, when the phone rang. It was the mother. She was aterrible person, one of theworst | ever knew,
adhrike, aterrible, just aterrible person. She started telling me about Bernice in the asylum. How they
had her in thislittle room and how she stared out the window most of the time. She' d reverted to
childhood, and most of the time she couldn’t even recognize the mother; but when she did, she' d say
something like, ‘Don't let them hurt me, Mommy, don't let them hurt me.” So | asked her what she
wanted meto do, did she want money for Bernice or what . . . did she want meto go see her sincel was
inNew York . .. and she said God no. And then she did an awful thing to me. She said thelast time

she' d been to see Bernice, my ex-wife had turned around and put her finger to her lipsand said, * Shhh,
we haveto be very quiet. Paul isworking.” And | swear, asnake uncoiled in my ssomach. It wasthe
most terrible thing I’ d ever heard. No matter how secure you are that you honest to God hadnot sent
someone to amadhouse, there' s aways that little core of doubt, and saying what she' d said just burned
out my head. | couldn’t even think about it, couldn’t even redllyhear it, or it would have collgpsed me.
So down cametheseiron wallsand | just kept on talking, and after awhile she hung up.

“It wasn't till two yearslater that | dlowed mysdf to think about it, and then | cried; it had been along
timesince I’d cried. Oh, not because | believed that nonsense about aman isn't supposed to cry, but just
because | guess there hadn’t been anything that important to cryabout . But when | let myself hear what
she'd sad, | garted crying, and just went on and onttill | finally went in and looked into the bathroom
mirror and | asked mysdlf, face-to-face, if I’d donethat, if I’d ever made her be quiet so | could work on
blueprintsor drawings. . .

“And after awhile | saw mysdf shaking my head no, and it was easier. That was perhaps three years
before | died.”

She licked the powdered sugar from thebeignets off her fingers, and launched into along story about a
lover she had taken. She didn’t remember his name.

It was sometime after midnight. I’ d thought midnight would sgnal the start of the downhill sde, but the
hour had passed, and we were gtill together, and she didn’'t seem ready to vanish. We left the Café du
Monde and walked into the Quarter.

| despise Bourbon Street. The strip joints, with the pasties over nipples, the smell of need, the dwarfed
souls of men attuned only to flesh. The noise.

We walked through it like art connoisseurs at a showing of motel room paintings. She continued to talk
about her life, about the men she had known, about the way they had loved her, the waysin which she
had spurned them, and about the trivia of her past existence. | continued to talk about my loves, about all
the women | had held dear in my heart for however long each had been linked with me. Wetaked
across each other, our conversation at right angles, only mesting in the intersections of silence a story’s
end.



She wanted ajulep and | took her to the Roya Orleans Hotel and we sat in silence as she drank. |
watched her, studying that phantom face, seeking for even the smallest flicker of light off theicein her
eyes, hoping for an indication that glacial melting could be forthcoming. But there was nothing, and |
burned to say correct words that might cause heat. She drank and reminisced about evenings with young
men in smilar hotels, ahundred years before.

We went to anight club where aflamenco dancer and his two-woman troupe performed on a stage of
unpolished woods, their star-shining black shoes setting up resonancesin methat | choseto ignore.

Then | redlized there were only three couplesin the club, and that the extremely pretty flamenco dancer
was playing to Lizette. He gripped the lapels of his bolero jacket and clattered his hedls againgt the stage
like aman driving nails. She watched him, and her tongue made awholly obviousflirtatioustrip around
the rim of her liquor glass. There was atwo-drink minimum, and as| have never liked the taste of
acohol, she was more than willing to prevent waste by drinking mine aswell as her own. Whether she
was getting drunk or smply indulging hersdlf, I do not know. It didn’t matter. | became blind with
jealousy, and dragons took possession of my eyes.

When the dancer wasfinished, when hishaf hour show was concluded, he cameto our table. His suit
was skintight and the color of Arctic lakes. His hair was curly and moist from his exertions, and his
prettinessinfuriated me. There was a scene. He asked her name, | interposed acomment, he tried to be
polite, sensng my ugly mood, she overrode my comment, hetried again in Cadtilian,th -ing hisesses , she
answered, | rose and shoved him, there was a scuffle. We were asked to leave.

Once outside, she waked away from me.

My unicorn was at the curb, eating from a porcelainSevres soup plate filled withflan . | watched her
wak ungteadily up the street toward Jackson Square. | scratched my unicorn’s neck and he stopped
egting the egg custard. He looked at me for along moment. Ice crystals were sparkling in hismane,

Wewere on the downhill side.
“Soon, old friend,” | said.

He dipped his degant head toward the plate. “| see you' ve been to the Las Americas. When you return
the plate, give my best toSefior Pena”

| followed her up the street. She was walking rapidly toward the Square. | called to her, but she wouldn't
stop. She began dragging her left hand aong the stedl bars of the fence enclosing the Square. Her
fingertips thudded softly from bar to bar, and once | heard the chitinousclak of amanicured nail.

“Lizettel”
She walked faster, dragging her hand across the dark metal bars.
“Lizetted Damnit!”

| was reluctant to run after her; it was somehow terribly demeaning. But she was getting farther and
farther away. There were bumsin the Square, sitting douched on the benches, their arms out along the
backs. Itinerants, kids with beards and knapsacks. | was suddenly frightened for her. Impossible. She
had been dead for ahundred years. There was no reason for it . . . | was afraid for her!

| started running, the sound of my footsteps echoing up and around the Square. | caught her at the corner
and dragged her around. Shetried to dap me, and | caught her hand. She kept trying to hit me, to
scratch my face with the manicured nails. | held her and swung her away from me, swung her around,



and around, dizzyingly, trying to keep her off-balance. She swung wildly, crying out and saying things
inarticulately. Findly, she sumbled and | pulled her into me and held her tight againgt my body.

“Stop it! Stop, Lizette! | . . .stopit! ” Shewent limp againg meand | felt her crying against my chest. |
took her into the shadows and my unicorn came down Decatur Street and stood under a streetlamp,
waiting.

The chimerawindsrose. | heard them, and knew we were well on the downhill side, that time was
growing short. | held her close and smelled the woodsmoke scent of her hair. “Listentome,” | said,
softly, closeto her. “Listen to me, Lizette. Our time' samost gone. Thisisour last chance. Y ou've lived
in sone for ahundred years; I’ ve heard you cry. I’ ve come there, to that place, night after night, and I’ ve
heard you cry. Y ou' ve paid enough, God knows. So have l. We cando it. W€ ve got one more chance,
and we can makeit, if you'll try. That'sal | ask. Try.”

She pushed away from me, tossing her head so the auburn hair swirled away from her face. Her eyes
were dry. Ghosts can do that. Cry without making tears. Tears are denied us. Other things; | won't talk
of them here.

“I liedtoyou,” shesaid.

| touched the side of her face. The high cheekbone just at the hairline. “1 know. My unicorn would never
havelet you touch him if you weren't pure. I'm not, but he has no choice with me. Hewas assigned to
me. He smy familiar and he puts up with me. We' refriends.”

“No. Other lies. My lifewasalie. I'vetold them al to you. We can't makeit. Y ou haveto let me go.”

| didn’t know exactly where, but | knew how it would happen. | argued with her, trying to convince her
therewas away for us. But she couldn’t believeit, hadn’t the strength or thewill or thefaith. Findly, | let
her go.

She put her arms around my neck, and drew my face down to hers, and she held me that way for afew
moments. Then the winds rose, and there were soundsin the night, the sounds of cdlling, and sheleft me
there, in the shadows.

| sat down on the curb and thought about the yearssince I’ d died. Y ears without much music. Light
leached out. Wandering. Nothing to pace me but memories and the unicorn. How sad | wasforhim;;
assigned to metill I got my chance. And now it had come and I’ d taken my best go, and failed.

Lizette and | were the two sides of the same coin; devalued and impossible to spend. Legd tender of
nations long since vanished, no longer even names on the cracked papyrus of cartographers maps. We
had been snatched away from final rest, had been set adrift to roam for our crimes, and only once
between death and eternity would we receive achance. Thisnight . . . this nothing-specia night . . . this
was our chance.

My unicorn cameto me, then, and brushed his muzzle against my shoulder. | reached up and scratched
around the base of hisspird horn, hisfavorite place. He gave along, silvery sigh, and in that sound |
heard the sentence | was serving on him, aswell as myself. We had been linked, too. Assigned to one
another by the One who had ordained this night’s chance. But if | lost out, so did my unicorn; hewho
had wandered with me through al the soundless, lightlessyears.

| stood up. | was by no means ready to do battle, but at least | could stay infor thefull ride. . . dl the
way on the downhill side. “Do you know where they are?’



My unicorn started off down the sireet.

| followed, hopelessness warring with frustration. Dusk to dawn isthefull ride, thefina chance. After
midnight isthe downhill sde. Time was short, and when time ran out there would be nothing for Lizette or
me or my unicornbut time. Forever.

When we passed the Roya Orleans Hotdl | knew where we were going. The sound of the Quarter had
aready faded. It was getting on toward dawn. The human lice had finally crawled into their flesh-mounds
to deep off the night of revelry. Though | had never experienced directly the New Orleansin which
Lizette had grown up, | longed for the power to blot out the cancerous blight that Bourbon Street and the
Quarter had become, with itstourist filth and screaming neon, to restoreit to the colorful yet hedthy State
inwhich it had thrived a hundred years before. But | was only aghost, not one of the gods with such
powers, and at that moment | was almogt at the end of the line held by one of those gods.

My unicorn turned down dark streets, heading awaysin the same generd direction, and when | saw the
first black shapes of the tombstones againgt the night sky, thelightening night sky, | knew I’ d been
correct in my assumption of destination.

The Saint Louis Cemetery.

Oh, how | sorrow for anyone who has never seen the world-famous Saint Louis Cemetery in New
Orleans. It isthe perfect graveyard, the complete graveyard, the finest graveyard in the universe. (There
isaperfection in some designsthat informs the function totaly. There are Danish chairsthat could be
nothingbut chairs, are so totally and completelychair that if the world aswe know it ended, and abillion
years from now the New Orleans horsy cockroaches became the dominant species, and they dug down
through the alluvia layers, and found one of those chairs, even if they themsdalves did not use chairs, were
not constructed physicdly for the use of chairs, had never seen achair,still they would know it for what it
had been made to be: achair. Because it would be the essence of chairness . And fromiit, they could
recongtruct the human race in replica. That isthe kind of graveyard one means when onerefersto the
world-famous Saint Louis Cemetery.)

The Saint Louis Cemetery isancient. It Ssghswith shadows and the comfortable bones and their
afterimages of deaths that became great merely because those who died went to be interred in the Saint
Louis Cemetery. The water table liesjust eighteen inches below New Orleans— there are no gravesin
the earth for that reason. Bodies are entombed aboveground in crypts, in sepulchers, vaults, mausoleums.
The gravestones are dl different, no two dike, each one atestament to the stonecutter’ sart. Only
secondarily testaments to those who lie beneath the markers.

We had reached the moment of fina nightness. That ultimate moment before day began. Dawn had yet to
fill the eastern sky, yet there was awarming of tone to the night; it wasthe last of the downhill sde of my
chance. Of Lizette's chance.

We approached the cemetery, my unicorn and |. From deep in the center of the skyline of stones beyond
the fence| could seetheice-chill glow of apulsing bluelight. Thelight onefindsin arefrigerator, cold and
flat and brittle.

| mounted my unicorn, leaned close dong his neck, clinging to his mane with both hands, kneestight to
his silken sides, now rippling with light and color, and | gave alittle hiss of approvd, alittle sound of go.

My unicorn sailed over the fence, into the world-famous Saint L ouis Cemetery.

| dismounted and thanked him. We began threading our way between the tombstones, the sepul chers,
the crypts.



Theblue glow grew more distinct. And now | could hear the chimerawindsrising, whirling, coming in off
dien seas. The pulsing of thelight, thewall of the winds, the night dying. My unicorn stayed close. Even
we of the spirit world know when to be afraid.

After dl, | was only operating off achance; | was under no god’ s protection. Naked, even in degth.
Thereisno fog in New Orleans.

Mist began to form around us.

Except sometimesin the winter, thereisno fog in New Orleans.

| remembered the daybreak of the night I’d died. There had been mist. | had been asuicide.

My third wife had left me. She had gone away during the night, while I’ d been at abusiness meeting with
aclient; | had been engaged to design a church in Baton Rouge. All that day I’ d steamed the old
wallpaper off the gpartment we' d rented. It was to have been our first home together, paid for by the
commission. I’ d done the steaming mysdlf, with atall ladder and asteam condenser and two flat pans
with steam holes. Up near the celling the heat had been so awful I'd dmost fainted. She' d brought me
lemonade, freshly squeezed. Then I’ d showered and changed and gone to my meeting. When I'd
returned, she was gone. No note.

Lizette and | were two sides of the same coin, cast off after death for the opposite extremes of the same
crime. She had never loved. | had loved too much. Overindulgence in something as delicate asloveisto
be found monstroudy offensive in the eyes of the God of Love. And some of us— who have never
understood the salvation in the Golden Mean — some of us are cast adrift with but one chance. It can

happen.

Mist formed around us, and my unicorn crept close to me, somehow smdler, dmogt timid. We were
moving into realms he did not understand, where hislimited magics were usdless. These were realms of
potency <o utterly beyond even the limbo crestures — such as my unicorn — so completely dien to even
the intermediary zone wanderers— Lizette and myself — that we were as helpless and without
understanding as those who live. We had only one advantage over living, breathing, asyet undead
humans weknew for certain that the realms on the other side existed.

Above, beyond, deeper: where the gods live. Where the One who had given me my chance, had given
Lizetteher chance, where He lived. Undoubtedly watching.

Themigt swirled up around us, as chill and findl asthe dust of pharaohs' tombs.

We moved through it, toward the pulsing heart of blue light. And aswe cameinto the penultimate circle,
we stopped. We werein the outer ring of potency, and we saw the claiming things that had come for
Lizette. Shelay out on an dtar of crysta, naked and trembling. They stood around her, enormoudly tall
and trangparent. Man shapes without faces. Within their transparent forms a strange, silvery fog swirled,
like smoke from holy censers. Where eyes should have been on aman or aghost, there were only dull
flickering firefly glowings, ingde, hanging in the smoke, moving, changing shape and position. No eyes at
dl. Andtdl, very tdl, towering over Lizette and the dtar.

For me, overcommitted to love, when dawn came without salvation, there was only an eternity of
wandering, with my unicorn as sole companion. Ghost forevermore. Incense chimeraviewed as
dust-devil on the horizon, chilling as| passed in city Streets, forever gone, invisible, lost, empty, helpless,
wandering.



But for her, empty vessd, the fate was something else entirely. The God of Love had dlowed her the
time of wandering, trapped by day in stones, freed at night to wander. He had alowed her thefina
chance. And having failed to take it, her fate was with these claiming creatures, gods themselves. . . of
another order . . . higher or lower | had no idea. But terrible.

“Lagniappe!” | screamed the word. The old Creole word they use in New Orleans when they want a
little extra; abonus of croissants , afew additiona carrots dumped into the shopping bag, abaker’s
dozen, alarger portion of clamsor crabs or shrimp. “ Lagniappe! Lizette, take alittle more! Try for the
extral Try...demandit...there'stime. .. youhaveit comingtoyou...you'vepad...I'vepad..
JAt'sours. . .tryl 7

She sat up, her naked body lit by lambent fires of chill blue cold from the other side. She sat up and
looked acrosstheinner circleto me, and | stood there with my arms out, trying desperately to break
through the outer circleto her. But it was solid and | could not pass. Only virgins could pass.

And they would not let her go. They had been promised afeed, and they were thereto claim. | began to
cry, asl had cried when | finaly heard what the mother had said, when | finally came home to the empty
gpartment and knew | had spent my life loving too much, demanding too much, myself afeeder at a
board thatcould be depleted and emptied and serve up no more. She wanted to come to me, | couldsee
she wanted to come to me. But they would have their medl.

Then | felt the muzzle of my unicorn a my neck, and in astep he had moved through the barrier that was
impenetrable to me, and he moved across the circle and stood waiting. Lizette legped from the tar and
rantome.

It al happened at the sametime. | felt Lizette' s body anchor in to mine, andwe saw my unicorn standing
over there on the other side, and for amomentwe could not summon up the necessary reactions, the
correct sounds.We knew for thefirst timein either our lives or our deathswhat it was to be paralyzed.
Then reactions began washing over me,we , usin wave after wave: cascading joy that Lizette had come
to. .. us, utter lovefor thisPaul ghost cresture; redlization that instinctively part of uswasfaling into the
same pattern again; fear that that part would love too much at this mystic juncture; resolve to temper our
love; and then anguish a the Sght of our unicorn standing there, waiting to beclamed . . .

Wecdled to him.. . . using his secret name, onewe had never spoken aoud.We could barely speak.
Weight pulled at histhroat, our throats. “Old friend . . .” Wetook a step toward him but could not pass
the barrier. Lizette clung to me, Paul held metight as | trembled with terror and the cold of that inner
arcdedill frosting my flesh.

The great transparent claimers stood silently, watching, waiting, asif content to allow us our moments of
find decison. But their impatience could be felt in the air, asoft purring, like the degth rattle dwaysin the
throat of acat. “Come back! Not for me. .. don'tdoit for me. .. it'snot fair!”

Paul’ sunicorn turned his head and looked &t us.

My friend of starless nights, when we had gone sailing together through the darkness. My friend who had
walked with me on endless tours of empty places. My friend of gentle nature and constant
companionship. Until Lizette, my friend, my only friend, my familiar assigned to an oneroustask, who had
cometo love me and to whom | had belonged, even as he had belonged to me.

| could not bear the hurt that grew in my chest, in my stomach; my head was on fire, my eyes burned with
tearsfirst for Paul, and now for the sweetest creature a God had ever sent to temper aman’sanguish.. . .
and for mysdlf. | could not bear the thought of never knowing — as Paul had known it — the silent
company of that gentle, magica beast.



But he turned back, and moved to them, and they took that asfina decision, and the great transparent
clamersmoved in around him, and their quickglass hands reached down to touch him, and for an instant
they seemed to hesitate, and | called out, “Don’'t be afraid . . .” and my unicorn turned his head to |ook
acrossthe mist of potency for thelast time, and | saw hewas afraid, but not as much as he would have
beenifwe had not been there.

Then thefirg of them touched his smooth, slvery flank and he gave atrembling sigh of pain. A rippleran
down hishide. Not the quick flesh movement of ridding himsdf of afly, but acompletely dien, unnaturd
tremor, containing in its swiftness al the agony and loss of eternities. A sigh went out from Paul’ s unicorn,
though he had not uttered it.

We could fed the pain, thelondiness. My unicorn with no timelft to him. Ending. All was now afina
ending; he had stayed with me, walked with me, and had grown to care for me, until that time when he
would be released from his duty by that specid God; but now freedom was to be denied him; an ending.

The great transparent claimersall touched him, their ice fingers caressing his warm hide as we watched,
helpless, Lizette' sface buried in Paul’ s chest. Colors surged acrass my unicorn’s body, asif by
becoming more intense the chill touch of the claimers could be beaten off. Pulsing waves of rainbow color
that lived in his hide for moments, then dimmed, brightened again and were bled off. Then the colors
leaked away one by one, chroma weakening: purple-blue, manganese violet, discord, cobalt blue, doubt,
affection, chrome green, chrome ydlow, raw sienna, contemplation, alizarin crimson, irony, slver,
Severity, compassion, cadmium red, white,

They emptied him . . . he did not fight them . . . going colder and colder . . . flickers of yellow, awhisper
of blue, paeaswhite. . . the tremors blending into one constant shudder . . . the wonderful golden eyes
rolled in torment, went flat, brightness dulled, flat metal . . . the platinum hoofs caked withrust . . . and he
stood, did not try to escape, gave himself for us. . . and he was emptied. Of everything. Then, likethe
clamers, we could see through him. Vapors swirled within the transparent husk, afogged glass,
shimmering . . . then nothing. And then they absorbed even the husk.

The chill bluelight faded, and the clamers grew indigtinct in our sght. The smoke within them seemed
thicker, moved more dowly, horribly, as though they had fed and were duggish and would go away,
back acrossthe lineto that dark place where they waited, aways waited, till their hunger was aroused
again. And my unicorn was gone. | was donewith Lizette. | was donewith Paul. The mist died away,
and the claimers were gone, and once more it was merdly a cemetery asthefirst rays of the morning sun
came easing through the tumble and disarray of headstones.

Westood together as one, her naked body white and virgina in my weary arms; and asthe light of the sun
struck uswe began to fade, to merge, to mingle our bodies and our wandering spirits one into the other,
forming one spirit that would neither love too much, nor too little, having taken our chance on the
downhill Sde.

We faded and were lifted invisibly on the scented breath of that good god who had owned us, and were
taken away from there. To be born again as one spirit, in some other human form, man or woman we did
not know which. Nor would we remember. Nor did it matter.

Thistime, love would not destroy us. Thistime out, we would have luck.

The luck of silken mane and rainbow colors, platinum hoofs and spird horn.

A LOT OF SAUCERS




| don't know about you, but | hate it when the coming attractionstrailers a the Cineplex give away the
whole plot of theflick they want meto pay megabucks to see next week. Same for when they doit on
televison, or in areview of some book, and they print one of thoseidiot “spoiler warning” lines— asif
we had the sdlf-control to stop reading, or watching. So | don’'t want to give away the punchline of this
next story, but 1 need to put in right here what the troublemaker “lesson” is. So let me be even more
obscure than usual. Pay attention: not everything in lifeiswhat it ssemsto be. On the other hand, this
psychologist named Sigmund Freud once said, “ Sometimes acigar isjust acigar,” meaning not
everything is necessarily asymbol for something ese, in this case aphdlic symbol (you could look it up).
Weareusudly afraid of, or suspicious of, that which we don’t understand; that which isunfamiliar. So
before you start seeing enemies under the bed, and thinking somebody who dresses or looks or sounds
different from you isathrest, remember the old story about the mouse (or squirrdl, or frog, whichever
verson you heard) who isout on thisroad at midnight in the wintertime, and he’ sfreezing his mouse,
squirrdl or frog butt off, and along comes thisbig horse, and he seesthe creatureis turning blue and about
to die (or in the case of the frog, to croak), and he drops abig, fat, steaming, smelly road muffin on him.
It may befoul inthere, but at least he' swarm, and hislifeis saved. Until afox comesaong, seeshimal
nice and toasty, his head sticking out, and fox takes abite and yanks out the itty-bitty critter, and eats
him. Themora being: not everybody who dumps youin the sh-t is an enemy; not everybody who pulls
youout of the sh-t isafriend. Sometimes things are smpler than they seem. Sometimes dl you're afraid
of isyour own ignorance.

It wasn't just one sighting, or acovey, or a hundred. It wasfive thousand. Exactly five thousand of them,
and dl at the sametime. They appeared in the skies over Earth instantaneoudy.

Oneingant the sky was empty and grey and flecked with cloud formations. . . the next they blotted out
the clouds, and cast huge, dliptical shadows aong the ground.

They were milesin diameter, and perfectly round, and there was no questioning — even for an

incredul ous second — that they were from outer space somewhere. They hung a mile above the Earth,
over the 30th paralldl. Over Los Angeles and the Sahara Desert and Baghdad and the Canary Idands
and over Shanghai. There was no great empty space | eft between them, for they girdled the Earth with a
band of discs. Where everyone could see them, so no one could doubt their power or their menace.

Y et they hung slently. Asthough waiting.
Waiting.

“The perplexing thing about it, Generd, isthat every oncein awhile, one of them just goesflick! and
disappears. In alittle while another oneflicks! and takesits place. Not the same one, either. We can tell.
There are different markings on them. Nobody can figureit out.”

Albertswas a Captain, properly deferentia to the Commanding General. He was short, but dapper;
clothes hung well on him; hair thinning across his skull; eyes dert, and awearinessin the softnessand line
of hisbody: aman who had been too long in grade, too long as Captain, with Colond’ srank out of
reach. He folded his hands across his paunch, finished his speech, and settled back in the chair.

He stared across the desk at the Genera. The Generd steepled his blocky fingers, rocked back and
forth in the big leather chair. He stared at his Adjutant with aveiled expresson. Adjutant: the politically
correct word for ass stant, second-in-charge, gopher, the guy who actualy got the job done. The
Generd had found Alberts when he was a Second Looey, and knew he had atreasure when Alberts



solved ten thorny problemsin two days. He wasn't about to upgrade this Captain . . . he needed him
right there, serving the Genera’ s needs. Adjutant: it sounded better than dave.

“How long — to the hour — have they been here now, Captain?’ Histone was amost chiding, definitely
aggressve.

Hewaited slently for an answer asthe Adjutant leafed through afolder, consulted hiswatch, and closed
hiseyesin figuring. Finaly the Adjutant leaned forward and said, “ Three days, eight and one-hdf hours,
Gengd”

“And nothing has been done about them yet,” the heavy-faced Air Force man replied. It was not a
guestion; it was a statement, and one that demanded either an explanation or an dibi.

The Adjutant knew he had no explanation, so he offered the dibi. “But, Generd, whatcan we do? We
don’t dare scramble aflight of interceptors. Those things are amost four miles around, and there' sno
telling what they’ d do if we made ahostile move. . . or even amove thatlooked hodtile.

“We don’'t know where they come from or what they want. Or what’ sinsde them. But if they were
smart enough toget here, they’ re surdy smart enough to stop any offensive action we might take. We're
stuck, Genera. Our hands aretied.”

The General leaned forward, and his sharp blue eyes caught the Adjutant’ sface in avise-lock sare.
“Captain, don't youever usethat word around me. Thefirst thing | learned, when | was a plebe at West
Point, was that the hands of the United States Air Force arenever tied. Y ou understand that?”

The Captain shifted uneasily, made an accepting motion with hishand. “ Yes, but, Generd ... what . . .”

“I sadnever , Captain Albertsl And by that | mean you' d better get out there and do something, right

The Adjutant rose hagtily to hisfeet, did the chair back aninch, and saluted briskly. Turning on hished,
heleft the office, afrozen frown on hisface. For thefirst time since he’ d gotten this cushy job with the
Generd, it looked as though there was going to be work involved. Worse, it might be dangerous.

Captain Harold Alberts, Adjutant, was terribly frightened, for the first time since he' d been appointed to
the Genera’ s Saff.

The saucers seemed to be holding atight formation. They hovered, and lowered not an inch. They were
separated by a half mile of empty space on either side, but were easily close enough to pick off anyone
flying between them . . . should that be their intent.

They were huge things, without conning bubbles or landing gear, without any visible projections of any
sort. Their skinswere of some non-reflective metd, for it could be seen that the sun was glinting on them,
yet was casting no burst of radiance. It made the possibility that this was some super-strong metal seem
even more possible. They were sllent behemoths, around which the air lanes of the world had had to be
shifted. They did not move, nor did they show evidence of life. They weretwo cymbals, laid dead
face-on-face.

They weresmplythere , and what sort of contesting could there be to that?

Every few hours, a irregular intervals (with no pattern that could be clocked or computed) one of the
ships would disappear. Over the wasted sands of the Sahara, or above the crowded streets of Shanghal,
or high over the neon of Las Vegas, one of the shipswould waver for an ingtant, as though being washed
by someinvishble wave, thenflick! and it would be gone. And in that moment the sun would stream



through, covering the areathat had been shadowed by the dliptica darkness. Shortly thereafter — but
only sometimes shortly; occasondly afull hour or two would e apse — another ship would appear in the
vanished one' s spot. It would not be the same ship, because the one that had disappeared might have
been ringed with blue lines, while this new one had alarge green dot at its top-center.

But thereit was, right in place, ahdf mile away from each neighbor on either Side, and casting that fearful
shadow aong the ground.

Storm clouds formed above them, and spilled their contents down. The rain washed across their smooth,
metallic tops, and ran off, to soak the ground amile beneath.

They made no move, and they offered no hodtility, but — asthe hardware dedler in San Francisco said
— “My God, thethings couldblast usat any second!” And — asthe Berber tribesman, talking to his
dromedary-mounted fellows said — “Even if they hang sllent, they come fromsomewnhere, and I'm
frightened, terribly frightened.”

So it went, for aweek, with the terror clogging the throats of Earthmen around the world. Thiswas not
some disaster that happened in Mississippi, so the people of Connecticut could read about it and shake
their heads, then worry no more. Thiswas something that affected everyone, and a great segment of the
Earth’ s populationlived under those deek metal vehiclesfrom somefar Sar.

Thiswasterror incarnate.
Getting worse with each passing day.

The Adjutant felt his career frustration, his deep anger, his distaste for this pompous piss-ant of a General
growing rapidly. He had worked as the Generd’ s aide for three years now, and been quite happy with
the assgnment. The Genera was an important man, and it was therefore surprisng how few actua
top-rung decisions had to be made by him, without first being checked and double-checked by
underlings

The Captain knew his Generd thought of him as his pride-and-joy. Certainly he did; the Adjutant made
most of the decisions, and dl the General had to do was hand out the orders. Without ever letting the
Genera know hiswork was being done for him by an aide, the Adjutant had become indispensable. “A
good man, that Alberts,” the Generd said, at the Officers Club.

But this crisswith the saucers was something el se. It had been dumped in the Generd’ s lap, both from
above, and from below, and he was swesting. He had to solve this problem, and for thefirgt timein his
life hisrough-hewn good looks and military bearing and good name could not bluff him through.

He actually had to make ameaningful decison, and he was amost incapable of doing it. That made him
edgy, and snappish, and dissatisfied, and it made the Adjutant’ sjob not quite so cushy.

“Confound it, Albertd Thisisn’t some base maneuver you can sammer through! Thisisanationwide
emergency, and everyoneison my neck! God knows|1’mdoing al | can, but | need alittle help! I’'ve
tried to impress upon you the— the —seriousness of the matter; thisthing has got to be ended. It' s got
theworld in an uproar. Y ou'’ re getting up my nose with this attitude, boy! It's starting to stink like
subordination, Alberts. . .”

The Adjutant watched, his mouth afine line. Thiswasthefirst time the General had spoken to himin such
demeaning manner. He didn't likeit; alot. But it was just another sign of the cracking facade of the old
mean.



The Genera had come from wedthy Army parents, been sent through West Point and graduated with
top honors. He had joined the Air Force when the Army and Air Corps were one and the same, and
stayed on after the separation. He had served in the air, and risen in the ranks amost faster than the eye
could see. Mostly through hisfather’ s connections. The honors, the service duty, the medals. . . dl

through pull.

The man was awedthy, shdtered, and vacillating individud, and the Adjutant had been making his
decisonsfor three years. Alberts wondered what would happen when the rotation plan moved him to
another job, next year. Would the new Adjutant catch on asfast as he had from the last one? Or would
the Genera pull strings so he could stay on?

But that was dl in the future, and this saucer decision was one the Generd had to make for himsdf. It
wasn't minor.

And the Generd was cracking. Badly.

“Now get up there anddo something!” the Generd cried, damming the empty desktop with aflattened
hand.

Hisface was blotched with frustration and annoyance, and — naturaly — Alberts saluted, swiveled, and
|€ft.

Thinking,I hope the Pentagon lower s the boom right down his wattled throat, right down his gullet
to hislarge colon!

One saucer was adirty affair. Not with the dust and filth of an atmosphere, for the saucer had obvioudy
not been very long in air, but with the pocks and blazes of space. Hereasmall cluster of pits, where the
saucer had encountered ameteor swarm; there a bright smear of oxidized metd. Its markings were
dovenly, and there were obvious patchings on itsmeta hull.

Somehow, it seemed out of place among dl the bright, shining, marvel oudy-intricate, painted saucers. It
seemed to be arather poor relation, and never,never flickered out of existence. All the others might be
subject to that strange disappearing act, but not the poor relation. It stayed where it was, somewhere
above the Fairchild Desert of Nevada.

Onceacivilian pilot from Las Vegas, disregarding the orders of the C.A.P., flew very closeto the dirty
saucer. The pilot buzzed the ship severa times, swooping in and over and back around in huge, swinging
arcs. By the time he had made his fourteenth Immelmann and decided to land atop the saucer, just for
yuks, the hurry-up bleep was out to interceptors based near Reno and Winnemucca, and they caught him
high, blasting him from the Sky in amatter of minutes.

With the fate of aworld hanging in the balance, there could be no time for subtlety or reasoning with
crackpots. He had been irrationa, had defied the stay-grounded, keep-back orders, and so had fallen
under the martia law which had ruled the country since the day after the five thousand had appeared.

Radio communication with the shipswasimpossbly fruitless.
Tedevison transmisson was equaly worthless.
Bounced signasfailed to come back; the meta of the ships sopped them up.

Telemetering devices brought back readings of the density — orseeming density — of the ships, and
when they were reported, the situation looked bleaker than before.



The meta was, indeed, super-strong.

The only time things looked promising was when a philologist and alinguist were recruited to broadcast a
complete coursein English for thirty-six hours straight. The beam was directed at first one ship, then
another, and finaly when it was directed at the dirty saucer, wasgulpedin.

They continued broadcasting, till a the end of thirty-six hours, the dumpy, red-faced, runny-nosed, and
sniffling Linguist, who had picked up his cold in the broadcasting shack, pushed back his chair, gathered
his cashmere swesater from where it had fallen in the corner, and said there was no use.

No reply had comein. If the beings who had flown these saucers were intelligent enough to have gotten
here, they would surely have been intelligent enough to have learned English by then. But there had been
no reply, and spirits sank again.

Inter-channel memos dipped frantically down from President to Aide, to Secretary of Defense, to
Undersecretary, to Chief of Staff, to the Generd, who passed the memos — bundled — to his Adjutant.
Who worried.

It had been the only one where there was any dightest sign of contact. “L ook, pilot, | want you to fly
acrossthat dirty one,” the Adjutant said.

“Begging the Captain’spermission . . .” the wide-eyed young pilot demanded, over his shoulder; he
continued at the nod from Alberts“. . . but the last man who buzzed that big-O, sir, got himself scissored
good and proper. What | mean, S, isthat we' reway off bounds, and if our clearances didn’t, uh, clear,
we might have aflock of my buddies down our necks.” He spoke in afaint Texas drawl that seemed to
ease from between histhin lips.

The Adjutant felt the adrendine flowing erraticaly. He had been taking dop from the Generd for three
weeks, and now to be forced into flying up himself, into the very jaws of desth (as he phrased it to
himself), to look over the Situation . . . hewould brook no backtalk from awhey-faced flight boy fresh
out of Floyd Bennett.

Alberts shooed him off, directed him back to the stick. “ Don't worry yoursdlf, pilot.” Helicked hislips,
added, “ They cleared, and al we have to worry about isthat saucer line up ahead.”

Thediscswererising out of the late evening Nevada haze. The clouds seemed to have lowered, and the
fog seemed to have risen, and the two intermingled, giving awavering, indistinct appearance to the
metalic line of saucers, stretching off beyond the horizon.

The Adjutant looked out through the curving bubble of the helicopter’ s control country, and felt the same
twinges of fear rippling the hair dong his neck that he had felt when the Generdl had started putting the
screwsto him.

The Sikorsky rescue copter windmilled in toward the saucer, its rotorsfl ap-flap-flap-flapping overhead.

The pilot sticked-in on the dirty saucer. It rose out of the mist abruptly, and they were close enough to
seethat there reallywas dust stresked with dirt long the dull metal surface of the ship.Probably from
one of these Nevada windstorms , the Adjutant thought.

They scaled down, and came to a hovering stop two feet above the empty meta face of the disc.
“See anything?’ the Adjutant asked.

The pilot craned off to one Side, swept his gaze around, then turned on the searchbeam. The pole of light



watered across the deek saucer bulk, and picked up nothing. Not even aline of rivets, not even abreak
in the construction. Nothing but dirt and pockmarks, and what might be considered patches, werethisa
tireor an ordinary ship.

“Nothing, gr.”
“Take usover there, right there, will you, pilot?’

The Adjutant indicated alighter place on the metal of the ship. It seemed to be adifferent shade of
chrome-color. The Sikorsky jerked, lifted afew inches, and did over. The pilot brought it back down,
and they looked over the hull of the saucer at that point.

It was, indeed, lighter in shade.
“Thiscould be something, pi —”
The shaft rose up directly in front of the Sikorsky before he could finish the word.

It was a column of trangparent, dmost glass-like materia, with ametal disc sedling off thetop. It was
risng out of the metal where there had been no break in the skin, and it kept rising till it towered over
them.

“M-m-m—" the Adjutant struggled to get the word loose.

“Move!” More asnarl than acommand. But before they could whip away, theperson stepped up insde
the column, stared straight out, his gigantic face on aline with their cab.

He must have been thirty feet tall, and completely covered with reddish-brown hair. Hisearswere
pointed, and set dmost atop his head. The eyes were pocketed by deep ridges of matted hair, and his
nosewasapair of breather-dits. His hands hung far below hisindrawn wast, and they were
eight-fingered. Each finger was atentacle that writhed with a separate life of itsown. Heworea
loose-fitting and wrinkled, dirty sort of toga affair, patched and covered with stains.

He gtared at them unblinking. For he had no eydids.

“Gawd Almighty!” the pilot squawked, and fumbled blindly at his controlsfor an ingtant, unableto tear
his eyes avay from the being before them. Finally hishand met the controls, and the Sikorsky bucked
backward, tipped, and rose rapidly above the saucer, spiraing away into the night asfast astherotors
would windmill. In aminute the copter was gone.

The glassite pillar atop the dirty saucer remained raised for afew minutes, then dowly sank back into the
ship.

No mark was |left where it had risen.

Somehow, news of theperson leaked out. And from then on, telescopes across the world were trained
on the unbroken band of discs circling the Earth. They watched in shifts, not wanting to missathing, but
there was nothing more to see. No further contact was made, in person or by radio.

Therewas no sign of life anywhere along the chain of discs. They could have been empty for al anyone
knew. Going into the eighth week, no one knew any more about them than on the day they had arrived.

No government would venture an exploratory party, for the dightest hint of awrong move or word might
turn the unleashed wrath of the saucers on the Earth.



Stocksfdl quickly and crazily. Shipping was dowed to a standdtill, and production fell off terrificaly in
factories. No one wanted to work when they might be blown up at any moment. People began a
disorganized exodus to the hills and swamps and lost places of the planet. If the saucers were going to
wash the cities with fire and death, no one wanted to be there when it happened.

They were not hostile, and that was what kept the world moving inits cultural tracks; but they werealien
, they were from thestars ! And that made them objects of terror.

Tempers were short; memos had long since been replaced by curses and demands. Allegations were
thrown back and forth across the oceans. Derdliction of duty proceedings were begun on dozens of
personsin high places.

The Situation was worsening every moment. In the tenth week the nasty remarks ceased, and there were
rumors of acourt-martid. And afiring squad.

“Got todo something, Alberts. Got to dosome thing!”

The Adjutant watched the spectacle of his superior shattering with something akin to sorrow. There went
the cushy job.

“But what, General 7’ He kept his voice low and modulated. No sense sending the old boy into another
tantrum.

“I — 1 want to go up there. . . seewhat helookslike. .. seewhat | cand-do. . .”
An hour later the Sikorsky carried the Generd to the Maginot Line of silent saucers.

Twenty minutes later he was back, bathed in sweet, and white as afish-bdly. “Horrible. All hair and
eyes. Horrible. Horrible.” He croaked afew more words, and sank into achair.

“Cdll Ordnance,” he bresthed gaspingly. “Prepareamissile.
“With an atomic warheed.
“Now!”

They attached the parasite missile beneath a night-fighter, checking and double-checking the release
mechaniam.

Before they released the ship, they waited for the Generd’ s okay. Thiswasn't just atest flight, thiswas
an atomic missle, and whatever the repercussions, they wanted them on the Generd’ s head, not their
own.

In the base office, the Adjutant was replacing the phoneinits cradle. “What did Washington say,
Generd?’ he asked the trembling officer.

“They said the Stuation wasin my hands. | wasfreeto do as| saw fit. The President can’t be located.
They think he and his cabinet have been smuggled out West somewhere, to the mountains.”

The Genera did not ook at his Adjutant as he spoke the words. He stared at his clasped and shaking
hands.

“Tdl them to rdeasethemissle We ll watchiton TV.”

The Adjutant lifted the phone, clicked the connection buttons twice, spoke quickly, softly, into the



mouthpiece. “Letit go.”

A minute and ahaf later, from haf amile away on the launching strip, they heard the jet rev-up and split
the evening sky withitsfire,

Then they went to the television room and watched the lines of screens.

In one they saw the slent girdle of saucers. In another they were focused on the dirty saucer, withasign
abovethe screenthat said INITIAL TARGET. In athird they had aline-of-sight to the night-fighter’s
approach pattern.

“Thereit comes!” one of the techniciansydled, pointing at the lighter dark of the jet asit streaked toward
the massed saucers, leaving atrail of fire behind it. They watched slently asthe plane swooped in high,
dove, and they saw the parasite leaveits belly, streak on forward. Thejet diced upward, did aroll, and
was amile away asthe parasite homed in exactly.

They watched with held breath asthe smal atomic missile deaded-in on the dirty saucer, and they
flinched asit struck.

A blinding flash covered dl the screens for amoment, and afew seconds later they heard the explosion.
Shock waves ripped outward and the concussion was great enough to knock out eighteen of the thirty
telemetering cameras.

But they could see the dirty saucer clearly on one. In that one the smoke and blast were clearing dowly.
A mushroom-shaped cloud was rising, rising, rising from the doping dish of the saucer’ supper Sde. Asit
moved away they could see oxidized smears and blast pattern of white jagged sunbursts. It looked as
harmless as akid's experiment with a match, potassum nitrate, and powdered magnesium. It had not
harmed the saucer intheleast. But . . .

Therewas a crack along the top face of the saucer. And from that gash spilled abubbling white
substance. The stuff frothed out and ran across the top of the saucer. It pitted and tore a the meta of the
ship wherever it touched. There was awelird sound of clacking and coughing from the ship, asthough
some intricate mechanism within were erupting.

Then, asthey watched, the glassite pillar rose up out of theship. . .
... and theperson waswithin.

Unmisgtakably, hisface was a violence of rage and hatred. Hisfists beat againgt the glassite, and he
roared — slently, for no sound could be picked up by the audio ears— insde the pillar. He spat, and
blood — red and thick — dotted the clear glassite. His mouth opened screaming wide and long, sharp
teeth could be seen.

He shook afist at the emptiness beyond the saucer, and the pillar lowered into the ship.

A minute later, for thefirst time sinceit had arrived, the dirty saucerflicked! out of existence and was
gone.

“That was perhaps the wrong move, Generd .. ."

The Genera, who had been fastened to the TV screen by some invisible linkage, tore his eyes away from
the set, and whirled, glowering, on his Adjutant.

“That’' sforme to worry about, Captain Alberts. | told you the military mind can solve problems by the



direct method, the uncomplicated method, while these scientists dawdle and doodle helplesdy.” Hewas
speaking loudly, amost hysterically, and the Adjutant recognized relief in the officer’ stones.

“They’reon therun!” the Genera shouted, grinning hugely. “On the run, by George! Now, come on,
Alberts, let’ sget afew antiaircraft battalions out there on the desert and pick off the rest of themin this
area. Wait till the President hears of this !”

They were out on the desert, the ack-ack guns sniffing at the sky, pdting the saucersfrom six separate
batteries. They were intent on what they were doing, certain that anyone in those other ships

(and why did the Adjutant keep getting the feeling that those other ships wereempty? )
would turn tail and disappear as quickly asthe dirty saucer had done an hour and a quarter before.

They had just |obbed five fast shells at a snow-white saucer with purple markings, when the dirty saucer
reappeared.

Flick!

Hewas back, that hairy alien in the dirty, stained toga. He was back in the same spot he had vacated,
amogt directly above the Generd’ s batteries.

The pillar rose, and the Genera watched stunned asthe metal top did off the pillar, and the dlien stepped
out.

He stepped onto the top of his ship, and they saw the gash in the hull had been repaired. Caulked with
some sort of black sticky stuff that stuck to the alien’ s clawed feet as he walked along the top of the
saucer. He carried athick, gun-like object in his hands, cradled against his massive chest.

Then he screamed something in avoice like thunder. They could hear it only roughly, for it wasina
guttural tongue. Then he switched to English, and screamed again, in more detall.

The Generd strained his ears. His hearing had never been the best, but the Adjutant heard, it was clear to
see, from thelook of horror and failure and frustration on hisface. Then the Adjutant dove away from the
antiaircraft gun, rolled over severa times, and sprinted out into the desert.

The Generd hesitated only amoment before following, but that was enough.

The dien turned the gun-like object on the batteries, and aroar and aflash sent the metal screaming
skyward, ripping and shredding. Bodies were flung in every direction, and ablue palor settled acrossthe
landscape as athirty-foot crater opened where the battery had been.

The Generd fdt himsdf lifted, buffeted, and thrown. He landed face forward in the ditch, and saw his
arm land five feet away. He screamed; the pain in hisleft Sde was excruciating.

He screamed again, and in amoment Alberts was beside him, dragging him away from the area of
destruction. The aien was standing spraddle-legged atop his machine, blasting, blasting, scouring the
Earth with bluefire.

The dien screamed in English again, and then he stepped into the pillar, which lowered into the ship once
more. A few seconds later the shipflicked! away, and materidized in the Sky ten miles off, above the air
base.

Therewas more blagting. Blue palor lit the sky for afull haf hour.



The saucerflicked! and wasgone. A few moments |ater the blue pallor — fainter yet, but strengthening dl
the time — was seen twenty miles further on, washing Las Veges.

Flick! Flick! Flick!

And adozen more saucers, dirtier than thefirst, materialized, paused amoment as though getting their
bearings, thenflicked! away.

For the next hoursthe blue palor filled the sky, and it was easy to see the scouring was moving across
the planet systematically.

The General’ s head was cradled in his Adjutant’ s lap. He was sinking so rapidly there was no hope at dl.
Hisentire left side had been scorched and ripped open. He lay there, looking up at the face of the
once-dapper Adjutant, his eyes barely focusing. His tongue bulged from his mouth, and then afew
words.

Hdtingly, “I ... c-couldn’t hear . . . what he s-said, Alb-berts. W-what . . . did. .. he...say?

The Generd’ s eyes closed, but his chest ill moved. The Adjutant felt al the hatred he had built for this
man vanish. Though the blustering fool had caused the death of aworld, till he was dying, and there was
no sense letting him carry that guilt with him.

“Nothing, General. Nothing at dl. You did your very best, Sr.”
Then heredlized the last “Sir” had been spoken uselessly. The General was dead.
“You did your best, gir,” the Adjutant spoke to the night. “ It wasn't your fault the attendant picked us.

“All the dien said was that there were destructive pestsin thisparking lot , and he was one attendant
who was going to clear them out even if he had to work overtimefor acentury.”

Thewords faded in the night, and only the blue palor remained. Growing, flashing, never waning. Never.

SOLDIER

If thisnext story seems abit familiar, it’s only because an ego-drenched movie director ripped it off when
| adapted it in 1965 for a segment of The Outer Limits . So | brought alawsuit againgt the film company.
If you percaive adtriking smilarity hereto amovie caledThe Terminator , well, go rentaVHS or DVD
and watch at the end, when they roll the credits, to see something interesting. So this story hastwo good
troublemaker lessonsto be learned. Thefirst oneis so obvious I’ m embarrassed even to belaying it on
you: violence becomesaway of life. If you think a punch in the mouth redlly solves any problems, pretty
soon that’ s theonly way you can handle aproblem, big or small. And finally, one day, you take aswing
and someone puts out your lightsfor kegps. Smart is better than strong. Clever is better than clocking
someone. Outthink the problem, don’t et it bench-press you into making ityour problem. Theother
lesson isthe one the Academy award-winning director should have learned (and maybe he hasn't even
learned it yet): don't let your ego get so hungry that it leads you to act unethically because you think

you' re such Hot Stuff and nobody can touch you. Don't think the rest of the world isas stupid asyou'd
likeit to be: somebody isalways watching. Sunny Jm, know this: thereisalways afaster gun out there;
and there aresome people whom you just cannot scare, no matter how big and loud you come on.

Qarlo hunkered down farther into the firmhole, gathering his cloak about him. Even thetriple-lining of the



cape could not prevent the seeping cold of the battlefield from reaching him; and even through one of
those linings— lead impregnated — he could fed thefaint tickle of dropout, dl about him, eating & his
tissues. He began to shiver again. The Push was going on to the South, and he had to wait, had to listen
for the telepathic command of his superior officer.

Hefingered an edge of the firmhole, noting he had not steadied it up too well with thefirmer. He drew the
small molecule-hardening instrument from his pouch, and examined it. The calibrater had dipped anotch,
which explained why the dirt of the firmhole had not become as hard as he had desired.

Off to the left the hiss of an eighty-thread beam split the night air, and he shoved the firmer back quickly.
The spider-web tracery of the beam lanced across the sky, poked tentatively at an armor center,
throwing blood-red shadows across Qarlo's crag-like features.

The armor center backiracked the thread beam, retaliated with a blinding flash of its own batteries. One
burst. Two. Three. The eighty-thread reared once more, feebly, then subsided. A moment later the
concussion of its power chambers exploding shook the Earth around Qarlo, causing bits of unfirmed dirt
and small pebblesto tumble in on him. Another moment, and the shrapnd came through.

Qarlo lay flat to the ground, soundlesdy hoping for abit morelife amidst al this death. He knew his
chances of coming back wereinfinitesma. What wasit? Three out of every thousand came back? He
had no illusions. He was a common footman, and he knew hewould die out here, in the midst of the
Great War VII.

Asthough the detonation of the eighty-thread had been asignal, the wegpons of Qarlo’s company
opened up, full-on. The webbings crisscrossed the blackness overhead with ddlicate patterns —
appearing, disappearing, changing with every second, ranging through the spectrum, washing the bands of
colors outside the spectrum Qarlo could catdog. Qarlo did into atiny bal in the dush-filled bottom of the
firmhole, waiting.

Hewas agood soldier. He knew his place. When those metal and energy beasts out there were snarling
a each other, there was nothing alone foot soldier could do — but die. He waited, knowing histime
would come much too soon. No matter how violent, how involved, how pushbutton-ridden Wars
became, it dways smmered down to the man on foot. It had to, for men fought men till.

Hismind dwelled limply in agtate between reflection and dertness. A state all men of war came to know
when there was nothing but the thunder of the big guns abroad in the night.

The starshad goneinto hiding.

Abruptly, the thread beams cut out, the traceries winked off, silence once again descended. Qarlo
sngpped to ingtant attentiveness. This was the moment. His mind was now keyed to one sound, one only.
Inside his head the command would form, and he would act; not entirely of hisown valition. The
srategists and psychmen had worked together on thisthing: the tone of command was keyed into each
soldier’ sbrain. Printed in, probed in, sunken in. It was there, and when the Regimenter sent histelepathic
orders, Qarlo would leap like a puppet, and advance on direction.

Thus, when it came, it was as though he had anticipated it; as though he knew a second before the mental
rasping and theAdvance! erupted within his skull, that the moment had arrived.

A second sooner than he should have been, he was up, out of the firmhole, hugging his Brandemeier to
his chest, the weight of the plastic bandoliers and his pouch reassuring across his scomach, back, and
hips. Even before the menta word actualy came.



Because of this extramoment’sjump on the command, it happened, and it happened just that way. No
other chance coincidences could have doneit but those, just those, just that way, donejust that way .

When thefirst blasts of the enemy’ s zeroed-in batteries met the combined rays of Qarlo’s own guns, dso
pinpointed, they met a a point that should by al rights have been empty. But Qarlo had jumped too
soon, and when they met, the soldier was at the focal point.

Three hundred distinct beams latticed down, joined in a coruscating rainbow, threw negatively charged
particlesfive hundred feet in the air, shorted out . . . and warped the soldier off the battlefield.

Nathan Schwachter had his heart attack right there on the subway platform.

The soldier materidized in front of him, from nowhere, filthy and ferocious-looking, astrange wegpon
cradled to hisbody . . . just as the old man was about to put a penny in the candy machine.

Qarlo’slong cape was Hill, the demateridization and subsequent regppearance having left him untouched.
He stared in confusion at the sallow face before him, and started violently at the face' s piercing shriek.

Qarlo watched with growing bewilderment and terror as the sallow face contorted and sank to the
littered floor of the platform. The old man clutched his chest, twitched and gasped severa times. Hislegs
jerked spasmodicaly, and his mouth opened wildly again and again. He died with mouth open, eyes
garing at the calling.

Qarlo looked at the body disinterestedly for amoment; death . . . what did one death matter . . . every
day during the War, ten thousand died . . . more horribly than this. . . thiswas as nothing to him.

The sudden universe-filling scream of an incoming express train broke his attention. The black tunnel that
his War-filled world had become, was filled with the rusty wail of an unseen monster, bearing down on
him out of the darkness.

The fighting man in him made hisbody arch, sent it into a crouch. He poised on the bdls of hisfegt, his
riflelevering horizonta ingtantly, pointed at the sound.

From the crowds packed on the platform, a voice rose over the thunder of the incoming train:

“Himl It washim ! He shot that old man . . . he'scrazy!” Heads turned; eyes stared; alittle man with a
dirty vest, hisbad head reflecting the glow of the overhead lights, was pointing a shaking finger at Qarlo.

It was asif two currents had been set up ssmultaneously. The crowd both drew away and advanced on
him. Then the train barreled around the curve, drove past, blasting sound into the very fibers of the
soldier’ sbody. Qarlo’s mouth opened wide in asoundless scream, and more from reflex than intent, the
Branddmeier erupted in hishands.

A triple-thread of cold blue beams sizzled from the small bell mouth of the wegpon, stresked acrossthe
tunnel, and blasted full into the front of thetrain.

Thefront of the train melted down quickly, and the vehicle ground to astop. The meta had been melted
like a coarse grade of plastic on aburner. Where it had fused into a soggy lump, the metal was bright and
smeary — more like the gleam of oxidized slver than anything dse.

Qarlo regretted having fired the moment he felt the Brandelmeier buck. He was not where he should be
—where hewas, that was till another, more pressing problem — and he knew he wasin danger. Every
movement had to be watched as carefully aspossible. . . and perhaps he had gotten off to abad start
aready. But that noise. . .



He had suffered the screams of the battlefield, but the reverberations of the train, thundering back and
forth in that enclosed space, were anightmare of indescribable horror.

As he stared dumbly at his handiwork, from behind him, the crowd made a concerted rush.

Three burly, charcoal-suited executives — each carrying an attaché case which he dropped as he made
the lunge, looking like unhealthy carbon-copies of each other — grabbed Qarlo above the elbows,
around the wai<t, about the neck.

The soldier roared something unintdligible and flung them from him. One did acrossthe platform on the
seet of his pants, bringing up short, his sscomach and face smashing into atiled wall. The second spun
away, amsflaling, into the crowd. Thethird tried to hang onto Qarlo’s neck. The soldier lifted him
bodily, arched him over his head — breaking the man’ sinsecure grip — and pitched him againgt a
gtanchion. The executive hit the girder, did down, and lay quite still, hisback oddly twisted.

The crowd emitted scream after scream, drew away once more. Terror rippled back through itsranks.
Severad women, near the front, suddenly became aware of the blood pouring from the face of one of the
executives, and keeled onto the dirty platform unnoticed. The screams continued, seeming echoes of the
now-dead expresstrain’ s squeding.

But as an entity, the crowd backed the soldier down the platform. For amoment Qarlo forgot he il
held the Branddmeier. He lifted the gun to athreatening position, and the entity that was the crowd
pulsed back.

Nightmare! It was all some sort of vague, formless nightmare to Qarlo. This was not the War,
where anyone he saw, he blasted. This was something else, some other situation, in which he was
lost, disoriented. What was happening?

Qarlo moved toward thewall, hisback prickly with fear sweat. He had expected to diein the War, but
something as smple and direct and expected as that had not happened. He washere , notthere —
whereverhere was, and whereverthere had gone— and these people were unarmed, obvioudy civilians.
Which would not have kept him from murdering them . . . but what was happening? Where was the
batlefied?

His progress toward the wall was halted momentarily as he backed cautioudy around a stanchion. He
knew there were people behind him, aswell as the white-faced knots before him, and he was beginning
to sugpect there was no way out. Such confusion boiled up in his thoughts, so closeto hysteriawas he—
plain soldier of the fields— that hismind forcibly rejected theimpossibility of being somehow
trangported from the War into this new — and in many ways more terrifying — situation. He
concentrated on one thing only, as agood soldier should: Out!

Hedid along thewall, the crowd flowing before him, opening at his approach, closing in behind. He
whirled once, driving them back farther with the black hole of the Brandelmeier’ sbell mouth. Again he
hestated (not knowing why) to fire upon them.

He sensed they were enemies. But still they were unarmed. And yet, that had never stopped him before.
Thevillagein TetraOmsk Territory, beyond the V olga somewhere. They had been unarmed there, too,
but the square had been filled with civilians he had not hesitated to burn. Why was he hesitating now?

The Branddmeier continued initsslence.

Qarlo detected a commotion behind the crowd, above the crowd’ s inherent commotion. And a
movement. Something was happening there. He backed tightly against thewall as a blue-suited,



brass-buttoned man broke through the crowd.

The man took one look, caught the unwinking black eye of the Brandelmeier, and threw his arms back,
indicating to the crowd to clear away. He began screaming at the top of hislungs, veinsstanding out in his
temples, “Geddoudahere! The guy’sacuckaboo! Somebody’ |l get kilt! Begt it, run!”

The crowd needed no further impetus. It broke in the center and streamed toward the Sairs.

Qarlo swung around, looking for another way out, but both ble stairways were clogged by fighting
commuters, shoving each other mercilesdy to get out. He was effectively trapped.

The cop fumbled at his holster. Qarlo caught aglimpse of the movement from the corner of hiseye.
Ingtinctively he knew the movement for what it was, awegpon was about to be brought into use. He
swung about, leveling the Brandelmeier. The cop jumped behind a stanchion just asthe soldier pressed
thefiring sud.

A triple-thread of bright blue energy lesped from the wegpon’ s bell mouth. The beam went over the
heads of the crowd, neatly meting away afive foot segment of wall supporting one of the sairways. The
stairs creaked, and the sound of tortured metal adjusting to poor support and an overcrowding of people
rang through the tunnel. The cop looked fearfully above himsdlf, saw the beams curve, then settle under
theweight, and turned awide-eyed stare back at the soldier.

The cop fired twice, from behind the stanchion, the booming of the explosions catapulting back and forth
in the enclosed space.

The second bullet took the soldier above thewrist in hisleft arm. The Brandemeler dipped usdessy
from his good hand, as blood stained the garment he wore. He stared at his shattered lower armin
amazement. Doubled amazemen.

What manner of wesgpon was this the blue-coated man had used? No beam, that. Nothing like anything
he had ever seen before. No beam to fry himin histracks. It was some sort of power that hurled a
projectile. . . that had ripped his body. He stared stupidly as blood continued to flow out of hisarm.

The cop, less anxious now to attack this man with the weird costume and unbelievablerifle, edged
cautioudy from behind his cover, skirting the edge of the platform, trying to get near enough to Qarloto
put another bullet into him, should he offer further res stance. But the soldier continued to stand,
spraddle-legged, staring at hiswound, confused a where he was, what had happened to him, the
screams of the trains as they bulleted past, and the barbarian tactics of his blue-coated adversary.

The cop moved dowly, steadily, expecting the soldier to break and run at any moment. The wounded
man stood rooted, however. The cop bunched his muscles and legped the few feet intervening.

Savagely, he brought the barrel of his pistol down on the side of Qarlo’ s neck, near the ear. The soldier
turned dowly, anchored in histracks, and stared unbelievingly at the policeman for an ingtant.

Then his eyes glazed, and he collapsed to the platform.

Asagray swdling mist bobbed up around hismind, one fina thought impinged incongruoudy: he struck
me. . . physical contact? | don’t believeit!

What have | gotten into?

Light filtered through vaguely. Shadows dithered and wavered, sullenly formed into solids.



“Hey, Mac. Got alight?’

Shadows blocked Qarlo’ s vision, but he knew he was lying on his back, staring up. He turned his head,
and awall oozed into focus, dmost at his nosetip. He turned his head the other way. Another wall, about
three feet away, blending in hissight into a shapeless gray blotch. He abruptly redlized the back of his
head hurt. He moved dowly, swiveling his head, but the soreness remained. Then he redized hewaslying
on some hard metd surface, and he tried to it up. The pains throbbed higher, making him fed nauseated,
and for an ingtant his vison receded again.

Then it steadied, and he sat up dowly. He swung hislegs over the sharp edge of what appeared to bea
shdlow, doping metd trough. It was amattresdess bunk, curved in its bottom, from hundreds of men
who had lain there before him.

Hewasinacdl.
“Hey! | said you got amatch there?’

Qarlo turned from the empty rear wall of the cell and looked through the bars. A bulb-nosed face was
thrust up close to the metal barrier. The man was short, in filthy rags whose odor reached Qarlo with
tremendous offensiveness. The man’ s eyes were bloodshot, and his nose was crisscrossed with blue and
red veins. Acute acoholism, reeking from every pore;acne rosacea that had turned hisnoseinto a
hideous cracked and pocked blob.

Qarlo knew he wasin detention, and from the very look, the very smell of this other, he knew he was not
inamilitary prison. Theman was saring in a him, oddly.

“Match, Charlie?'Y ou got amatch?’ He puffed hisfat, wet lips at Qarlo, forcing the bit of cigarette stub
forward with his mouth. Qarlo stared back; he could not understand the man’swords. They were so
dowly spoken, so sharp and yet unintdligible. But he knew what to answer.

“Marnames Qarlo Clobregnny, pryt, sizfifwunohtootoonyn,” the soldier muttered by rote, surly tones
running together.

“Whaddayamad atme for, buddy? | didn’t putchain here,” argued the match-seeker. “ All | wanted was
alight for this here butt.” He held up two inches of smoked stub. “How come they gotchainnacell, and
not runnin” around loose innabull pen like us?’ He cocked athumb over his shoulder, and for thefirst
time Qarlo redized otherswerein thisjail.

“Ah, to hdl wit ya,” the drunk muttered. He cursed again, softly under his breath, turning awvay. He
walked across the bull pen and sat down with the four other men— all vaguely similar in facid content
— who lounged around a rough-hewn table-bench combination. The table and benches, al one piece,
like apicnic table, were bolted to the floor.

“A screwloose,” the drunk said to the others, nodding his balding head at the soldier in hislong cape and
metdlic skintight suit. He picked up the crumpled remnants of an ancient magazine and leafed through it
asthough he knew every line of type, every girlieillustration, by heart.

Qarlo looked over the cell. It was about ten feet high by eight across, asink with one thumb-push spigot
running cold water, acommode without seat or paper, and metal trough, roughly the dimensions of an
average-sized man, fastened to onewall. One enclosed bulb burned fegbly in the celling. Three walls of
solid stedl. Ceiling and floor of the same, riveted together at the seams. The fourth wall was the barred
door.



The firmer might be able to wilt that stedl, he redlized, and ingtinctively reached for his pouch. It wasthe
first moment he had had a chanceto think of it, and even as he reached, knew the satisfying weight of it
was gone. His bandoliers aso. His Brandelmeier, of course. His boots, too, and there seemed to have
been some attempt to get his cape off, but it was al part of the skintight suit of metallic-mesh cloth.

The loss of the pouch was too much. Everything that had happened, had happened so quickly, so blurry,
meshed, and the soldier was abruptly overcome by confusion and adeep feding of hopelessness. He sat
down on the bunk, the ledge of meta biting into histhighs. His head still ached from acombination of the
blow dedlt him by the cop, and the metal bunk where he had lain. He ran a shaking hand over his head,
feding thefractiona inch of hisbrown hair, cut battle-style. Then he noticed that hisleft hand had been
bandaged quite expertly. There was hardly any throbbing from hiswound.

That brought back to sharp awareness dl that had transpired, and the War legped into his thoughts. The
telepathic command, the rising from the firmhole, therifleat theready . . .

... then agzzling shussssss, and the universe had exploded around him in abillion tiny flickering novas of
color and color and color. Then suddenly, just as suddenly as he had been standing on the battlefield of
Great War V11, advancing on the enemy forces of Ruskie-Chink, he wasnot there.

Hewashere.

Hewasin some dark, hard tunnel, with a greet beast roaring out of the blackness onto him, and amanin
ablue coat had shot him, and clubbed him. Actualytouched him! Without radiation glovest How had the
man known Qarlo was not booby-trapped with radiates? He could have died in an ingtant.

Where was he? What war was this he was engaged in? Were these Ruskie-Chink or hisown
Tri-Continenters? He did not know, and there was no sign of an explanation.

Then he thought of something more important. If he had been captured, then they must want to question
him. There was away to combatthat , too. Hefelt around in the hollow tooth toward the back of his
mouth. Histongue touched each tooth till it hit the right lower bicuspid. It was empty. The poison glob
was gone, heredized in dismay. It must have dropped out when the blue-coat clubbed me , he

thought.

Herealized he was attheir mercy; whothey might be was another thing to worry about. And with the
glob gone, he had no way to stop their extracting information. It was bad. Very bad, according to the
warning conditioning he had received. They could use Probers, or dyoxI-scopalite, or hypno-scourge, or
any one of ahundred different methods, any one of which would reved to them the strength of numbers
in his company, the battery placements, the gun ranges, the identity and thought wave band of every
officer . . . infact, agood dedl. More than he had thought he knew.

He had become avery important prisoner of War. Hehad to hold out, he realized!
Why?

The thought popped up, and was gone. All it [eft in itswake was the intense fedling: | despise War, all
war andthe War! Then, even that was gone, and he was aone with the Situation once more, to try and
decide what had happened to him . . . what secret weapon had been used to capturehim . . . and if these
unintelligible barbarians with the projectile weaponscould , indeed, extract his knowledge from him.

| swear they won't get anything out of me but my name, rank, and serial number , he thought
desperately.



He mumbled those particulars aloud, as reassurance: “Marnames Qarlo Clobregnny, pryt,
sZfifwunohtootoonyn.”

The drunkslooked up from their table and their shakes, at the sound of hisvoice. The man with the
rosedrop nose rubbed a dirty hand across fleshy chin folds, repested his philosophy of the strange manin
the locked cdll.

“Screwloosa!”

He might have remained in jail indefinitely, consdered amadman or amead rifleman. But the desk
sergeant who had booked him, after the soldier had received medical attention, grew curious about the

strangely shaped weapon.

As he put the thingsinto security, he tested the Brandelmeier — hardly redlizing what knob or stud
controlled its power, never redizing what it could do — and melted away onewall of the safe room.
Threeinch plate sted, and it melted bludly, fused solidly.

He called the Captain, and the Captain cdled the F.B.I., and the F.B.I. called Interna Security, and
Interna Security said, “Preposterous!” and checked back. When the Brandelmeier had been thoroughly
tested — as much ascould be tested, since the rifle had no seams, no apparent power source, and
fantagtic range — they were willing to believe. They had the soldier removed from his cell, transported
along with the pouch, and a philologist named Soames, to the 1.S. general headquartersin Washington,
D.C. The Branddmeier came by jet courier, and the soldier was flown in by helicopter, under sedation.
The philologist named Soames, whose hair was long and rusty, whose face wasthat of astarving artist,
whose temperament was that of asaint, camein by specialy chartered lane from Columbia University.
The pouch was sent by sealed Brinkstruck to the airport, where it was delivered under heaviest guard to
amall plane. They dl arrived in Washington within ten minutes of one another and, without seeing
anything of the surrounding countryside, were whisked away to the subsurface levels of the|.S. Buildings.

When Qarlo came back to consciousness, he found himsdlf againin acdl, thistime quite unlike thefird.
No bars, but just as solid to hold him in, with padded walls. Qarlo paced around the cell afew times,
seeking bresksin the walls, and found what was obviously adoor, in one corner. But he could not work
his fingers between the pads, to try and openiit.

He sat down on the padded floor, and rubbed the bristled top of his head in wonder. Was henever to
find out what had happened to himsalf? Andwhen was he going to shake this strange fedling that he was
being watched?

Overhead, through a pane of one-way glassthat looked like a ventilator grille, the soldier was being
watched.

Lyle Smsand his secretary knelt before the window in the floor, dong with the philologist named
Soames. Where Soames was shaggy, ill-kept, hungry-looking and placid . . . Lyle Smswas lean,
collegiate-seeming, brusque and brisk. He had been speciad advisor to an unnamed branch office of
Internal Security, for five years, dedling with every strange or offbeat problem too outré for regulation
inquiry. Those years had hardened him in an odd way: he was quick to recognize authenticity, even
quicker to recognize fakery.

Ashewatched, histrained ingtincts took over completely, and he knew in amoment of spying, that the
man in the cell below was out of the ordinary. Not so in any fashion that could be labeled — “ drunkard,”
“foreigner,” “psychotic” — but so markedly different, soother , he was taken aback.

“Six feet threeinches,” herecited to the girl knedling beside him. She made the notation on her pad, and



he went on caling out characteristics of the soldier below. “Brown hair, clipped so short you can seethe
scalp. Brown.. . . no, black eyes. Scars. Above the left eye, running down to center of |eft cheek; bridge
of nose; three parallel scars on the right side of chin; tiny one over right eyebrow; last one | can see, runs
from back of |eft ear, into hairline.

“He seemsto be wearing an dl-over, skintight suit something like, oh, | supposeit’slikeapair of what
do you call those pgamas kidswear . . . the kind with the back door, the kind that enclosed the feet?’

Thegirl inserted softly, “Y ou mean snuggies?’

The man nodded, dightly embarrassed for no good reason, continued, “Mmm. Yes, that’ sright. Like
those. The suit encloses hisfeet, seemsto be joined to the cape, and comes up to his neck. Seemsto be
some sort of metallic cloth.

“Something ese. . . may mean nothing at dl, or on the other hand . . .” He pursed hislipsfor amoment,
then described his observation carefully. “His head seemsto be oddly shaped. Theforehead islarger
than most, seemsto be pressing forward in front, as though he had been smacked hard and it was
swelling. That seemsto be everything.”

Sims sttled back on his haunches, fished in his side pocket, and came up with asmal pipe, which he
cold-puffed in thought for a second. He rose dowly, still staring down through the floor window. He
murmured something to himsealf, and when Soames asked what he had said, the specia advisor repegted,
“I think we ve got something dmost too hot to handle.”

Soames clucked knowingly, and gestured toward the window. “ Have you been able to make out
anything he' ssad yet?’

Sims shook hishead. “No. That’swhy you' re here. It seems he' s saying the same thing, over and over,
but it's completely unintelligible. Doesn't seem to be any recognizable language, or any didect we' ve
been able to pin down.”

“I'dliketo take atry at him,” Soames said, smiling gently. It was the man' s nature that challenge brought
satisfaction; solution brought unrest, eagerness for anew, more rugged problem.

Sims nodded agreement, but there was atense, strained film over hiseyes, in the set of his mouth. “Take
it easy with him, Soames. | have astrong hunch thisis something completdly new, something we haven't
even begun to understand.”

Soames smiled again, thistime indulgently. “Come, come, Mr. Sims. After dl . . . heisonly an dien of
somesort . . . al we haveto do isfind out what country he'sfrom.”

“Haveyou heard him talk yet?’
Soames shook his head.

“Then don’t be too quick to think he' sjust aforeigner. The wordalien may be more correct than you
think — only not intheway you think.”

A confused look spread across Soames sface. He gave adight shrug, as though he could not fathom
what Lyle Smsmeant . . . and was not particularly interested. He patted Sims reassuringly, which
brought an expression of annoyance to the advisor’ sface, and he clamped down on the pipestem harder.

They waked downstairs together; the secretary |eft them, to type her notes, and Sims| et the philologist
into the padded room, cautioning him to deal gently with the man. “Don't forget,” Smswarned, “we' re



not surewhere he comes from, and sudden movements may make him jumpy. There’ saguard overhead,
and ther€ | be aman with me behind this door, but you never know.”

Soames |ooked startled. “Y ou sound as though he' s an aborigine or something. With asuit like that, he
must be very intelligent. Y ou suspect something, don’t you?’

Sims made a neutral motion with his hands. “What | suspect istoo nebulous to worry about now. Just
takeit easy . . . and above dl, figure out what he' s saying, where he' sfrom.”

Simshad decided, long before, that it would be wisest to keep the power of the Brandemeier to himsdlf.
But he wasfairly certain it was not thework of aforeign power. Thetria run on the test range had left
him gasping, confused.

He opened the door, and Soames passed through, uneasily.

Sims caught aglimpse of the expression on the stranger’ sface asthe philologist entered. It was even
more uneasy than Soames s had been.

It looked to be along wait.

Soames was white as paste. His face was drawn, and the compl acent attitude he had shown since his
arriva in Washington was shattered. He sat across from Sims, and asked him in aquavering voicefor a
cigarette. Smsfished around in his desk, came up with a crumpled pack and idly did them acrossto
Soames. The philologist took one, put it in his mouth, then, asthough it had been totally forgotten in the
gpace of asecond, he removed it, held it while he spoke.

Histones were amazed. “Do you know what you’ ve got up therein that cell?’

Sims said nothing, knowing what was to come would not startle him too much; he had expected
something fantadtic.

“That man . . . do you know where he. . . that soldier — and by God, Sims, that’ swhat heis — comes
from, from — now you' re going to think I'm insane to believeit, but somehow I’ m convinced — he
comes from the future!”

Simstightened hislips. Despite himsdf, hewas shocked. He knew it wastrue. Ithad to betrue, it wasthe
only explanation that fit all thefacts.

“What can you tell me?’ he asked the philologist.

“Wadll, at firgt | tried solving the communications problem by asking him smple questions. . . pointing to
myself and saying * Soames,” pointing to him and looking quizzica, but al he’ d keep saying was astring
of gibberish. | tried for hours to equate his tones and phraseswith al the didects and subdiaects of every
language I d ever known, but it was no use. He durred too much. And then | findly figured it out. He had
to writeit out — which | couldn’t understand, of course, but it gave me aclue— and then | kept having
him repest it. Do you know what he' s spesking?”

Sims shook his head.
Thelinguist spoke softly. “He's spesking English. It' sthat smple. Just English.

“But an English that has been corrupted and run together, and so durred, it' sincomprehensible. It must
be the future trend of the language. Sort of an extrapolation of gutter English, just contracted to afantastic
extreme. At any rate, | got it out of him.”



Simsleaned forward, held his dead pipetightly. “What?’

Soames read it off asheet of paper:

“My nameis Qarlo Clobregnny. Private. Six-five-one-oh-two-two-nine.”
Sims murmured in astonishment. “My God . . . name, rank and — "

Soamesfinished for him, “ — and serid number. Yes, that' sdl he' d give mefor over three hours. Then |
asked him afew innocuous questions, like where did he come from, and what was hisimpression of
where he was now.”

The philologist waved a hand vaguely. “By that time, | had an ideawhat | was dedling with, though not
where he had come from. But when he began telling me about the War, the War he was fighting when he
showed up here, | knew immediately he was either from some other world — which isfantastic— or, or
... wdl, I just don’t know!”

Sims nodded his head in understanding. “Fromwhen do you think he comes?’

Soames shrugged. “Can't tell. He saysthe year heisin — doesn’'t ssemto redize he' sinthe past — is
K79. He doesn't know when the other style of dating went out. Asfar as he knows, it'sbeen ‘K’ for a
long time, though he' s heard stories about things that happened during atimethey dated ‘GV.’
Meaningless, but I'd wager it's more thousands of years than we can imagine.”

Simsran ahand nervoudy through his hair. This problem was, indeed, larger than he' d thought.

“Look, Professor Soames, | want you to stay with him, and teach him current English. Seeif you can
work some moreinformeation out of him, and let him know we mean him no hard times.

“Though Lord knows,” the specid advisor added with atremor, “ hecan give us a harder time than we
can give him. What knowledge he must have!”

Soames nodded in agreement. “Isit dl right if | catch afew hours deep?1 waswith him amost ten hours
draight, and I’'m surehe needsit asbadly as| do.”

Sims nodded dso, in agreement, and the philologist went off to adegping room. But when Simslooked
down through the window, twenty minutes later, the soldier was still awake, till looking about nervoudy.
It seemed he didnot need deep.

Simswasterribly worried, and the coded telegram he had received from the President, in answer to his
own, was not a al reassuring. The problem wasin his hands, and it was an increasingly worrisome
problem.

Perhaps a deadly problem.

He went to another deeping room, to follow Soames s example. It looked like deegp was going to be
scarce.

Problem:

A man from the future. An ordinary man, without any specid talents, without any greet store of
intdligence. The equivdent of “the maninthe street.” A man who owns afantagtic little machine that turns
sand into solid matter, harder than steedd — but who hasn't the vaguest notion of how it works, or how to
andyzeit. A man whose knowledge of past history is as vague and formless as any modern man's. A



soldier. With no other talent than fighting. What isto be done with such aman?
Solution:
Unknown.

Lyle Sims pushed the coffee cup away. If he ever had to look at another cup of the disgusting tuff, he
was sure he would vomit. Three deepless days and nights, running on nothing but dexedrine and hot
black coffee, had put his nerves more on edge than usua. He snapped at the clerks and secretaries, he
paced endlesdy, and he had ruined the stems of five pipes. He felt muggy and his stomach was queasy.
Y et there was no solution.

It wasimpossibleto say, “All right, we ve got aman from the future. So what? Turn him loose and let
him makealife for himsdf in our time, snce he can’t return to hisown.”

It wasimpossible to do that for severd reasons. (1) What if hecouldn’t adjust? He was then a potential
menace, ofincal culable potentid. (2) What if an enemy power — and God knew there were enough
powers around anxious to get a secret wegpon as va uable as Qarlo — grabbed him, anddid somehow
manage to work out the concepts behind therifle, the firmer, the mono-atomic anti-gravity devicein the
pouch? What then? (3) A man used to war, knowing only war, would eventua lyseek or foment war.

There were dozens of others, they were only beginning to redlize. No, something had to be donewith
him.

Imprison him?

For what? The man had done no real harm. He had not intentionally caused the death of the man on the
subway platform. He had been frightened by the train. He had been attacked by the executives— one of
whom had a broken neck, but was dive. No, he was just “a stranger and afraid, inaworld | never
made,” as Housman had put it so terrifyingly clearly.

Kill him?

For the same reasons, unjust and brutd . . . not to mention wasteful.
Find aplacefor himin society?

Doing what?

Simsraged in hismind, mulled it over and tried every angle. It was an insoluble problem. A smple
dogface, with no other life than that of aprofessonal soldier, what good was he?

All Qarlo knew waswar.

The question abruptly answered itsdlf: If he knows no other life than that of asoldier . . . why, makehim
asoldier. (But . . . who wasto say that, with his knowledge of futuristic tactics and weapons, he might
not turn into another Hitler, or Genghis Khan?) No, making him a soldier would only heighten the
problem. There could be no peace of mind were he in a position where he might organize.

Asatactician then?
It might work at that.

Sims dumped behind his desk, pressed down the key of hisintercom, spoke to the secretary, “ Get me
Generd Mainwaring, Genera Polk and the Secretary of Defense.”



He clicked the key back. It just might work at that. If Qarlo could be persuaded to detail fighting plans,
now that he redlized where he was, and that the men who held him were not his enemies and alies of
Ruskie-Chink (and what afield of speculationthat pair of words opened!).

It just might work . . .
... but Sims doubted it.

Mainwaring stayed on to report when Polk and the Secretary of Defense went back to their regular
duties. He was a big man, with softness written across his face and body, and a pompous white
moustache. He shook his head sadly, as though the Rosetta Stone had been stolen from him just before
an dl-important experiment.

“Sorry, Sims, but the man isusdlessto us. Brilliant grasp of military tactics, so long asit involveswhat he
cdls ' eighty-thread beams and telepathic contacts.

“Do you know those wars up there are fought as much mentaly asthey are physicaly? Never heard of a
tank or amortar, but the stories hetells of brain-burning and spore-death would make you sick. Itisn't

pretty, the way they fight.

“I thank God I’m not going to be around to seeit; | thoughtour warswere filthy and unpleasant. They've
got uslicked al down thelinefor brutality and mass desth. And the strange thing is, this Qarlo fellow
despises it! For awhile there— felt foolish as hel — but for awhile there, when hewasexplainingit, |
amost wanted to chuck my career, go out and start besting the drum for disarmament.”

The Generd summed up, and it was apparent Qarlo was usdless as a tactician. He had been brought up
with oneway of waging war, and it would take alifetime for him to adjust enough to be of any tactica
use

But it didn't redly matter, for Smswas certain the Genera had given him the answer to the problem,
inadvertently.

Hewould haveto clear it with Security, and the President, of course. And it would take a great dedl of
publicity to make the people redlize this man actualywas the redl thing, an inhabitant of thefuture. But if it
worked out, Qarlo Clobregnny, the soldier and nothingbut the soldier, could be the most valuable man
Time had ever spawned.

He st to work on it, wondering foolishly if he wasn't too much the idedlist.

Ten soldiers crouched in the frozen mud. Their firmers had been jammed, had turned the sand and dirt of
their holes only to icdlike conditions. The cold was seeping up through their suits, and the jammed firmers
were emitting hard radiation. One of the men screamed asthe radiation took hold in hisgut, and he felt
the organs watering away. He legped up, vomiting blood and phlegm — and was caught across the face
by arobot-tracked triple beam. The front of hisface disappeared, and the nearly decapitated corpse
flopped back into the firmhole, atop acomrade.

That soldier shoved the body aside cardesdy, thinking of hisfour children, lost to him forever ina
Ruskie-Chink raid on Garmatopoalis, sent to the bogs to work. His mind conjured up the sight of the three
girlsand thelittle boy with such long, long eyelashes— each dragging through the stinking bog, aminerd
bag tied to the neck, collecting fuel rocksfor the enemy. He began to cry softly. The sound and mental
image of crying was picked up by a Ruskie-Chink telepath somewhere across the lines, and even before
the man could catch himsdlf, blank hismind, the telepath was on him.



The soldier raised up from the firmhole bottom, clutching with crooked hands at his head. He began to
tear at hisfeatureswildly, screaming high and piercing, as the enemy telepath burned away hisbrain. Ina
moment his eyes were empty, staring shells, and the man flopped down beside his comrade, who had
begun to deteriorate.

A thirty-eight thread whined its beam overhead, and the eight remaining men saw amunitionswhed go
up with adeafening roar. Hot shrapnel zoomed acrossthefield, and athin, brittle, knife-edged bit of
plasted arced over the edge of the firmhole, and buried itself in one soldier’ s head. The piecewent in
crookedly, through hisleft earlobe, and came out skewering histongue, half-extended from his open
mouth. From the side it |ooked as though he were wearing some sort of earring. He died in spasms, and
it took an awfully long while. Findly, the twitching and gulping got so bad, one of his comrades used the
butt of aBrandemeier across the dying man’ s nose. It splintered the nose, sent bone chipsinto the brain,
killing the man indtantly.

Then the attack cdl came!

In each of their heads, the telepathic cry came to advance, and they were up out of the firmhole, al seven
of them, reciting their daily prayer, and knowing it would do no good. They advanced acrossthe dushy
ground, and overhead they could hear the buzz of leech bombs, coming down on the enemy’ s threed
emplacements.

All around them in the degp-set night, the varicol ored explosions popped and sugged, expanding in all
directionslike fireworks, then dimming the scene, again the blackness.

One of the soldiers caught abeam across the belly, and he was thrown sidewise for ten feet, tolandina
soggy heap, his stcomach split open, the organs glowing and pulsing wetly from the charge of the threader.
A head popped out of afirmhole before them, and three of the remaining six fired smultaneoudy. The
enemy was a booby — rigged to backtrack their kill urge, rigged to atelepathic hookup — and even as
the body exploded under their combined firepower, each of the men caught fire. Flames legped from
their mouths, from their pores, from the ingtantly charred spaces where their eyes had been. A
pyrotic-telepath had been at work.

The remaining three split and cut away, redizing they might be thinking, might be giving themselves away.
That was the horror of being just a dog-soldier, not a specid tel epath behind the lines. Out here dl the
optionstotaled nothing but desth.

A doggie-mine dithered across the ground, entwined itsdf in the legs of one soldier, and blew hislegs out
from under him. He lay there clutching the shredded stumps, fedling the blood soaking into the mud, and
then unconsciousness seeped into his brain. He died shortly thereafter.

Of thetwo left, one legped abarbwall and blasted out athirty-eight thread emplacement of twelve men,
at the cost of thetop of his head. He was|eft dive, and curioudy, as though the war had stopped, he felt
the top of himself, and hisfingers pressed lightly against convoluted, dick matter for a second before he
dropped to the ground.

His braincase was open, glowed strangely in the night, but no one saw it.

The last soldier dove under abeam that zzzzzzzed through the night and landed on hiselbows. Herolled
with the tumble, felt the edge of aleech-bomb crater, and dove in headfirst. The beam split up his
passage, and he escaped charring by an inch. Helay in the hole, feding the cold of the battlefield seeping
around him, and drew his cloak closer.

The soldier wasQarlo. . .



He finished talking, and sat down on the platform . . .
Theaudiencewasslent ...

Sims shrugged into his coat, fished around in the pocket for the cold pipe. The dottle had falen out of the
bowl, and he felt the dark grains at the bottom of the pocket. The audience wasfiling out dowly, hardly
anyone speaking, but each staring at others around him. Asthough they were suddenly redlizing what had
happened to them, as though they were looking for a solution.

Sims passed such asolution. The petitions were there, tacked up alongside the big sgn — duplicate of
the ones up dl over the city. He caught the heavy black type on them as he passed through the
auditorium’ svestibule:

SIGN THISPETITION!
PREVENT WHAT YOU HAVE HEARD TONIGHT!

People were flocking around the petitions, but Sims knew it was only atoken gesture at this point: the
legidation had gone through that morning. No morewar . . . under any conditions. And intelligence
reported the long playing records, the piped broadcasts, the p.a. trucks, had al donether jobs. Smilar
legidation was going through al over theworld.

It looked as though Qarlo had done it, single-handed.
Sims stopped to refill his pipe, and stared up at the big black-lined poster near the door.

HEAR QARLO, THE SOLDIER FROM THE FUTURE!
SEE THE MAN FROM TOMORROW,
AND HEAR HISSTORIES
OF THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF THE FUTURE!
FREE! NO OBLIGATIONS HURRY!

The advertising had been effective, and it was afine campaign.

Qarlo had been more vauable just telling about his Wars, about how men died in that day in the future,
than he could ever have been asa drategis.

It took ared soldier, who hated war, to talk of it, to show people that it was ugly, and unglamorous. And
there was a certain sense of foul defeat, of hopel essness, in knowing the future was the way Qarlo
described it. 1t made you want to stop the flow of Time, say, “No. The future willnot belikethisl Wewill
abolishwar!”

Certainly enough stepsin the right direction had been taken. The legidation was there, and those who had
held back, who had tried to keep animosity alive, were being disposed of every day.

Qarlo had done hiswork well.

There was just one thing bothering specia advisor Lyle Sims. The soldier had come back intime, so he
was here. That much they knew for certain.

But anagging worry ae a Sims s mind, made him say prayers he had thought himsdlf incapable of
inventing. Made him fight to get Qarlo heard by everyone. . .

Could the future be changed?



Or wasit inevitable?

Would the world Qarlo left inevitably appear?
Would dl their work be for nothing?

It couldn’t be! It dare not be!

Hewaked back indde, got in lineto sign the petitions again, though it was hisfiftieth time.

RAIN, RAIN, GO AWAY

| had this pa when | was about fifteen or so, I’ll call him Dandy, even though that wasn’t hisname. HE's
gtill around, and | see no reason to disrespect him, but | want to use him as the example of the
troublemaker lesson embodied in the story that follows. . . an admittedly silly little story | wrote early in
my career. Dandy was talented. He was whip-smart, and goodlooking and could talk to girls and adults
with ease. He was the front-man for our bunch of weird geekazoids, because he got dong with the
basketball team and the socid dicks and the cops, even. But he was one of us, because he liked to read,
and he had ataent for writing, and he understood science and math and dl like that, sort of an dl-around
Renai ssance High Schoal kid. So we dl thought he was going to be the one who became famous and
rich and had the best-looking girls. (Remember, | was the one who was gonnawind up in the gutter or
jail.) And soon after we al graduated high school, Dandy wrote this story that got published in one of the
most prestigious magazines of the time, he got abook contract, he got afull scholarship to an atomic
energy university, and he was courted and inducted into atop-line fraternity. And the book never got
published, he bombed out of school, he drank too much, and he wound up writing copy for some mail
order catalogue. Spent a decade or so wandering around, and last time | heard of him he’d managed to
find ahappy berth, and was enjoying life. But now he' s gpproaching seventy, and therewas alot of
potential and grandeur that never got to show itself. He procragtinated. He put off till adecade later, that
which he should' ve donetoday. Rain, rain, go away, comeagain. . .

Sometimes | wish | were a duck, mused Hobert Krouse.

Standing in front of his desk, looking out the window at the amount of water the black sky had begun to
let flow, histhoughtsrolled in the same trough made for them years before.

“Rain, rain, go away, come again another . . .” he began,sotto voce .

“Krouse! Come away from that window and get back to those weather anayses, man, or you'll be out
walking inthat, instead of just looking at it!” The voice had a sandpaper edge, and it rasped across
Hobert’ s sensesin much the same way real sandpaper might. Hobert gasped involuntarily and turned.
Mr. Beigen stood, florid and annoyed, framed in the big walnut timbers of the entrance to his office.

“I — I wasjust looking at therain, Sir. Y ou see, my predictionswere correct. Itisgoingto bea
prolonged wet spdll . . .” Hobert began, obsequioudy diding back into hisswivd chair.

“Balderdash, man,” Mr. Beigen roared. “Nothing of the sort! I’ vetold you time and again, Krouse,
leave the predictions to the men who are paid for that sort of thing. Y ou just tend to your checking, and
leave the brainwork to men who have the equipment. Prolonged rain, indeed! All my reports say fair.

“And let’ shave that be thelast time we see you at something other than your job during work hours,
Krouse. Which are eight-thirty to five, Six daysaweek,” he added.



With aquick glance acrosstherest of the office, immobilizing every person there with itsrockiness,
Beigen went back into his office, the door damming shut with findlity.

Hobert thought he caught afragment of a sentence, just as the door banged closed. It sounded like
“Idiot,” but he couldn’t be sure.

Hobert did not like the tone Mr. Beigen had used in saying it was thelast time he wanted to see him
away from his desk. It sounded more like a promise than a demand.

The steady pound of the rain on the window behind him made him purse hislipsin annoyance. Even
though hisjob was only checking the wegther predictions sent down from the offices upstairs agains the
messages sent out by the teletype girls, till he had been around the offices of Havel ock, Beigen and
Elsesser long enough to take acrack at predicting himsdlf.

Even though Mr. Beigen was the biggest man in the wholesale farm supply business, and Hobert was one
amall link in achain employing many hundreds of people, till he didn’t have to scream that way, did he?
Hobert worried for afull three minutes, until he realized that the stack of invoices had been augmented by
yet another pile from the Gloversville, Los Angeles and Topekateletypes. He began furioudy trying to
catch up. Something which he would never quite be able to do.

Walking homeintherain, his collar turned up, hisbowler pulled down tight over hisears, thetips of his
shoes beginning to lose their shine from the water, Hobert' s thoughts began to take on a consstency
much likethe angry sky above him.

Eight yearsin the offices of Havelock, Beigen and Elsesser had done nothing for him but put sixty-eight
dollars and fifty-five centsinto his hand each week. Thework was an idiot’ s chore, and though Hobert
had never finished college, Htill it wasajob far benegth his capabilities.

Hobert' s section of the firm was one of those little services rendered to farmers within the reach of the
company’ s services. A long-range wesether forecast for al parts of the country, sent free each week to
thousands of subscribers.

A crack of thunder split Hobert’s musings, forcing him to afurther awareness of the foul weather. Rain
had soaked him from hat crown to shoe soles and even gotten in through his upturned collar, to run down
hisback in chilly threads. He began to wish there might be someone waiting & home for him with the
newspaper (the one he had bought at the corner was now a sodden mass) and his dippers, but he knew
there would not be.

Hobert had never married — he had just not foundthe girl hetold himsaf must cometo him. Infact, the
last affair he could recall having had was five years before, when he had gone up to Bear Mountain for
two weeks. She had been aWestern Union telegraph operator named Alice, with very silky chestnut
hair, and for awhile Hobert had thought perhaps. But he had gone back to New Y ork and she had gone
back to Trenton, New Jersey, without even aformal goodbye, and Hobert despaired of ever finding The
One.

Hewaked down West 52nd to Seventh Avenue, scuffing hisfeet inirritation at the puddles which placed
themselves so he could not fail to walk through them, soaking his socks. At 50th he boarded the subway
uptown and dl the way sat brooding.

Who does Beigen think heis, Hobert seethed within himsdlf. I’ ve been in that office eight years, three
monthsand . . . well, I've been there well over eight years, three months. Who does hethink he's

pushing around like that? | may bealittle smdler, but I'll be (hismind fortified itself)damned (hismind
looked around in embarrassment to seeif anyone had noticed) if I’ [l take trestment likethat. I'll —I'll



quit , that’swhat I’ [l do. I'll quit. Then where will he be?Who'll he get to fill my job as cgpably as| can?
But even ashe said it, he could see the ad in theHerald-Tribune the night he would resign:
OFFICE Boy-clk, 18-20 exc. future $40 no exp. nec. Havelock, Beigen Elsesser 229 W 52.

He could seeit so clearly in his mind because that had been the ad to which he had replied, eight years,
three months and an undetermined number of weeks before. The horror of it all was compounded by the
fact that he couldn’t evenanswer the ad now. He was no longer 18-20. He was caroming toward 50.

The mindlessroar of the train hurtling through the subway dimmed for Hobert and, as happensto
everyone occasiondly, everything summed up for him. The eight years summed up. Hislife summed up.

“I’'mafalure” Hesad it doud, and heads turned toward him, but he didn’t notice. He said it againin his
mind, clearer thistime, for it wastrueand heknew it:I’mafailure .

I’ve never been to Puerto Rico or Indiaor even to Trenton, New Jersey, he thought. The farthest away
from thiscity I’ ve been is Bear Mountain, and that was only for two weeks. I’ ve never redly loved
anyone — except Mother, he hastened to add; and she' s been gone thirteen years now — and no one
has ever redly loved me.

When the line of thoughts had run itsaf out, Hobert looked up, misty-eyed, and saw that he had gone
past his station. He got off, walked over and took the downtown train back to West 110th.

In hisroom, cramped by books and periodicals so that free space was nearly non-existent, Hobert
removed hiswet hat and coat, hung them near the radiator, and sat down on the bed, which served asa
couch. I wish something truly unusua would happen to me, thought Hobert. | wish something so
spectacular would happen that everyone would turn as | went down the Street, and say, “ There goes
Hobert Krouse; what aman! ” And they would have awe and wonder in their eyes. | wish it would
happen to me just once. “ Every man isentitled to fame at least oncein hislifetime!” He said it with force,
for he believed it. But nothing happened, and Hobert went to bed that night with the wind howling
through the space between the gpartment buildings and with the rain beating againgt hiswindow.

Perhapsit will wash some of that dirt off the outside, he mused, thinking of the window that had not been
clean since he had moved in. But then, it wasfive floors up and the custodian wouldn't hirea
window-washer and it was too dangerous out there for Hobert to do it. Slegp began to press down on
him, the surefed of it washing away hisworries of the day. Almost as an incantation he repested the
phrase he had remembered from his childhood, the phrase he had murmured thousands of times since.
“Rain, rain, go away, come again another day.” He began the phrase again, but deep cut it off in
mid-thought.

It rained al that week, and by Sunday morning, when Hobert emerged from the brownstone face of his
building, the ground around the one lone tree growing dantwise on the doping sdewalk of W. 110th
Street was mushy and runny. The gutters were swollen with flowing torrents. Hobert looked up at the
darkened sky which was angry even at eleven in the morning, with no trace of sun.

In annoyance he ran through the “Rain, rain, go away,” nonsense and trudged up the hill to the corner of
Broadway for breskfadt.

In thelittle restaurant, his spread-bottom drooping over astool too small for his pear shape, Hobert gave
huge traditiona leersto Florence, the redhead behind the counter, and ordered the usud: “Two up, ham
stesk, coffee, cream, Florence.”



Asheate hiseggs, Hobert returned again to hiswistful dreams of afew evenings previous.

“Florence,” he sad, “you ever wish something spectacular would happen to you?” He pushed amouthful
of toast and ham around his tongue to get the sentence out.

Horence looked up from her duty; putting rock-hard butter squares on paper pads. “Y eah, | usetawish
somethin’ d happen tame.” She pushed astring of red hair back into place. “But it never did.” She
shrugged.

“Likewhat did youwish?’ inquired Hobert.

“Oh,you know. Silly stuff, like whyn't Mahlon Brando comein herean’ grab mean’ likethat. Or whyn't
I win amillyun bucksin the Irish Sweepstakes and come back here some aftuhnoon wearin' amink stole
andflip theend of it in that ginkin’ Erma Geller’ skisser.You know.” She went back to the butter.

Hobert knew. He had made equivaent wishes himsdlf, with particulars dightly changed. It had been Gina
Lollobrigidaand a$250 sk shantung suit like Mr. Beigen owned, whenhe had daydreams.

He finished the eggs and ham, wiped up the lagt little drippings of egg yellow, bolted his coffee, and,
wiping his mouth with his paper napkin, said, “Well, see you tomorrow, Forence.”

She accepted the exact change he left for the bill, noted the usud fifteen cents under the plate and said,
“Ain’tchacomin’ infor dinner tanight?’

Hobert assumed an air of bored detachment. “No, no, | think | shall go downtown and take in a show
tonight. Or perhaps| shdl dine at The Latin Quarter or Lindy’s. With pheasant under glass and caviar
and some of that famous Lindy’ s cheesecake. | shal decidewhen | get down there.” He began to walk
out, jovidity inhiswalk.

“Oh, yasuch acharacter,” laughed Florence, behind him.

But the rain continued, and Hobert only went afew streets down Broadway where the storm had driven
everyone off the sdewalks, with the exception of those getting the Sunday editions. “Lousy day,” he
muttered under his breath. Been like thisall week, he observed to himself. That ought to teach that
bigmouth Beigen that maybe | can predict aswell as his high-priced boys upstairs. Maybenow hell listen
to me!

Hobert could see Mr. Beigen coming over to his desk, sammering for amoment, then, putting hisarm
around Hobert’ s shoulders — which Hobert carefully ignored — telling Hobert he was terribly sorry and
he would never scream again, and would Hobert forgive him for his rudeness and here was afifteen
dollar raise and ajob upstairsin the analysis department.

Hobert could seeit al. Then the wetness of his socks, clinging to his ankles, made the vision fade. Oh,
ran, ran!

The moviewasjust opening, and though Hobert despised Barbara Stanwyck, he went in to kill the time.
It was londly for a pot-bellied man of forty-six in New Y ork without any close friends and al the current
books and magazines read.

Hobert tsk-tsked al the way through the picture, annoyed at the smpleton plot. He kept thinking to
himsdlf that if he had one wish he would wish she never made another picture.

When he emerged, three hours later, it was afternoon and the rain whipped into the a cove behind the
ticket booth drenching him even before he could get onto the street. It was a cold rain, wetter than any



Hobert could remember, and thick, with no space between drops, it seemed. Asthough God were
tossing down dl therain in the heavens at once.

Hobert began waking, humming to himsdf thelittlerain, rain ditty. His mind began trying to remember
how many times he had uttered that series of words. Hefailed, for it stretched back to his childhood.
Every time he had seen arainfal he had made the same gpped. And he was surprised to realize now that
it had worked dmaost uncannily, many times.

He could recal one sunny day when he was twelve, that hisfamily had set asde for apicnic. It had
suddenly darkened and begun to come down scant minutes before they wereto leave.

Hobert remembered having pressed himsdlf up flat against the front room windows, one after another,
wildly repesting the phrase over and over. The windows had been cold, and his nose had felt funny, al
flattened up that way. But after afew minutesit had worked. The rain had stopped, the sky had
miraculoudy cleared, and they went to Huntington Woods for the picnic. It hadn’t been aredly good
picnic, but that wasn't important. Whatwas important was thathe had stopped the rain with hisown
voice.

For many years thereafter Hobert had believed that. And he had applied therain, rain ditty as often ashe
could, which was quite often. Sometimes it never seemed to work, and othersit did. But whenever he
got around to saying it, the rain never lasted too long afterward.

Wishes, wishes, wishes, ruminated Hobert. If | had one wish, what would | wish? Would the wish redlly
cometrue?

Or do you have to keep repesating your wish? Isthat the secret? | s that why some people get what they
want eventualy, because they make the same wish, over and over, the sameway till it comestrue?
Perhapswe al have the ability to make our wishes cometrue, but we must persist in them, for belief and
the strength of your convictionsisapowerful thing. If | had one wish, what would | wish?’dwishthat . .

It was then, just as Hobert saw the Hudson River beginning to overflow onto Riverside Drive, rising up
and up over thelittle park dong the road, that he redized.

“Oh my goodness!” cried Hobert, starting up the hill asfast as he could.
“Rain, rain, go away, come again another day.”

Hobert said it, sprayed histhroat, and made one more chalk mark on the big board full of marks. He said
it again, and once more marked.

It was odd. All that rainhad gone away, only to come another day. The unfortunate part wasthat itall
came back the same day. Hobert was— literaly speaking — up the creek. He had been saying it since
he was a child, how many times he had no idea. The postponements had been piling up for dmost
forty-six years, which was quite aspell of postponements. The only way he could now stop the flood of
rain wasto keep saying it, and say it one more time than al the times he had said it during those forty-six
years. And the next time all forty-six years plus the one before plus another. And so on. And so on.

The water was lapping up around the cornice of hisbuilding, and Hobert crouched farther into his rubber
raft on itsroof, pulling the big blackboard toward him, repeating the phrase, chaking, spraying
occasiondly.

It wasn’t bad enough that he was forced to Sit there repesting, repeating, repeating al day, just to stop



the rain; there was another worry nagging Hobert’ smind.

Though it had stopped raining now, for awhile, and though he wasfairly safe on the roof of hisbuilding,
Hobert was worried. For when the weather became damp, he invariably caught laryngitis.

NIGHT VIGIL

Thelesson in this“ space operd’ should be apparent. If you're hired to do ajob, DO THE DAMNED
JOB! There are dways punk-out reasons you can dream up why: “I’m not being paid enough” or “They
work metoo hard” or “How come she over thereis doing the samejob as| am, but ghe’ s getting paid
twice as much” or “They don’t respect me.” Y ou’ re supposed toenjoy the work you do, but if
circumstances put you in the grease a aMickey D’s, or under aleaking tranny on somebody’s Y ugo, or
working the stockroom at aK-Mart or Target, and you have to do it for the dough, and you hate the
job, and you hate the hours, and you hate the fact that you can’t be out hanging with the posse, well
tough sh-t, Joker; you signed on to do the job, and they pay you to do it, so DO THE DAMNED JOB!
If you don't likethe gig, quit. Give’ em notice promptly, don't leave’em in the lurch suddenly, don't trash
the area out of baby-spite, and don't start shoplifting. Just DO THE DAMN JOB! That's how
somebody with strength doesit. Don't whine, don’t piss n'moan, don’t jerk "em around, just hangin
there aslong asit’ s ethically necessary, and they get in thewind. But if you sign on to do thejob, no
matter how onerous the chore, DO THE DAMNED JOB, justdo it.

Darkness seeped in around the little quonset. It oozed out of the deeps of space and swirled around
Ferreno’ s home. The automatic scanners turned and turned, whispering quietly, their message of wariness
unconscioudy reassuring the old man.

He bent over and plucked momentarily at abit of lint on the carpet. It was the only speck of foreign
matter on the rug, reflecting the old man’ s perpetud cleanliness and dmost fanatical nestness.

Theracks of bookspoolswere al binding-to-binding, set flush with thelip of the shelves; the bed was
made with amilitary tightnessthat alowed a coin to bounce high three times; the walls were free of
fingerprints— dusted and wiped clean twice aday; there was no speck of lint or dust on anything in the
0one room quonset.

When Ferreno had flicked the single bit of matter from hisfingers, into the incinerator, the place was
immeculate.

It reflected twenty-four years of watching, waiting, and living aone. Living alone on the edge of Forever,
waiting for something that might never come. Tending blind, dumb machinesthat could say Something is
out here , but also said,We don’'t know what it is .

Ferreno returned to his pneumo-chair, sank heavily into it, and blinked, his deep-set grey eyes seeking
into the furthest rounded corner of the quonset’ s celling. His eyes seemed to be looking for something.
But there was nothing there he did not aready know. Far too well.

He had been on thisasteroid, this spot lost in the darkness, for twenty-four years. In that time, nothing
had happened.

There had been no warmth, no women, no fegling, and only abrief flurry of emotion for dmaost twenty of
those twenty-four years.



Ferreno had been a young man when they had set him down on The Stone. They had pointed out there
and saidto him:

“Beyond the farthest spot you can see, there san idand universe. In that idand universe, thereé san
enemy, Ferreno. One day he'll becometired of his home and come after yours.

“Y ou're here to watch for him.”
And they had gone before he could ask them.

Ask them: whower e the enemy? Where would they come from, and why was he here, aone, to sop
them? What could he do if they came? What were the huge, silent machines that bulked monstrous
behind the little quonset? Would he ever go home again?

All he had known was the intricate diaing process for the inverspace communicators. The tricky-fingered
method of sending a coded response haf acrossthe galaxy to awaiting Mark LXXXII brain — waiting
only for hisfrantic pulsations.

He had known only that. The dialing process and the fact that he was to watch. Watch for
he-knew-not-what!

There at first he had thought he would go out of hismind. It had been the monotony. Monotony
intensified to afrightening degree. The ordedl of watching, watching, watching. Segping, esting from the
sef-replenishing supply of protofoodsin the greentank, reading, deeping again, rereading the bookspools
till their casings crackled, snapped, and lost panes. The re-binding — and re-re-reading. The horror of
knowing every passage of abook by heart.

He could recite from Stendhal’ s LE ROUGE ET LE NOIR and Hemingway'sDEATH IN THE
AFTERNOON and Méelville sMOBY DICK, till the very words lost meaning, sounded strange and
unbelievableto hisears.

Firgt had comeliving infilth and throwing things againgt the curving walls and cellings. Things designed to
give, and bounce — but not to break. Walls designed to absorb the impact of aflung drink-ball or a
smashed fist. Then had come the extreme nestness, then amoderation, and finally back to the nest, prissy
fastidiousness of an old man who wantsto know where everything isat any time.

No women. That had been a persistent horror for the longest time. A mounting pain in hisgroin and belly,
that had wakened him during the arbitrary night, svimming in his own sweat, his mouth and body aching.
He had gotten over it dowly. He had even attempted emasculation. None of it had worked, of course,
and it had only passed away with hisyouth.

He had taken to talking to himsdlf. And answering himsalf. Not madness, just the fear that the ability to
Speak might belost.

Madness had descended many times during the early years. The blind, clawing urgency to get out! Get
out into the airless vastness of The Stone. At least to die, to end this nowhere existence.

But they had constructed the quonset without adoor. The plasted-sedled dit his ddliverers had gone out
had been closed irrevocably behind them, and therewas no way ouit.

Madness had come often.

But they had selected him wisdly. He clung to his sanity, for he knew it was his only escape. Heknew it
would be afar more horrible thing to end out his daysin this quonset a helpless maniac, than to remain



Sane.

He swung back over the line and soon grew content with hisworld in ashell. He waited, for there was
nothing €' se he could do; and in hiswaiting a contentment grew out of frantic restlessness. He began to
think of it asajail, then asacoffin, then asthe ultimate black of the Find Hole. He would wake in the
arbitrary night, choking, histhroat congtricted, his hands warped into claws that crooked themselvesinto
the foam rubber of the degping couch with fierceness.

Thetimewas spent. A moment after it had passed, he could not tellhow it had been spent. Hislife
became dust-dry and at times he could hardly tell hewas living. Had it not been for the protected,
automatic caendar, he would hardly have known the years were passing.

And ever, ever, ever — the huge, dull, deeping eye of the warning buzzer. Staring back a him, veiled,
fromthecalling.

It was hooked up with the scanners. The scannersthat hulked behind the quonset. The scannersin turn
were hooked up to the net of tight inverspace rays that interlocked each other out to the farthest horizon
Ferreno might ever know.

And the net, in turn, joined a stop-gap functions with the doggie-guards, aso waiting, watching with
dumb meta and plastic mindsfor that implacable alien enemy that might some day come.

They had known the enemy would come, for they had found the remnants of those the enemy had
destroyed. Remnants of magnificent and powerful cultures, ground to microscopic dust by the hed of a
terrifying inveder.

They could not chance roaming the universe with those Others somewhere. Somewhere. . . waiting.
They had formed the inverspace net, joining it with the doggie-guards. And they had hooked the system
inwith the scanners, and they had wired the scannersto the big, dull eyein the ceiling of the quonset.

Then they had set Ferreno to watching it.

At firgt Ferreno had watched the thing congtantly. Waiting for it to make the disruptive noise he was
certain it would emit. Breaking the perpetua silence of his bubble. He waited for the bloodiness of its
blink to warp fantastic shadows across the room and furniture. He even spent five months deciding what
shape those shadows would take, when they came.

Then he entered the period of nervousness. Jumping for no reason & dl, to tare a theeye. The
hdlucinations: it was blinking, it wasringing in his ears. The deeplessness: it might go off and he would not
hear it.

Then astime progressed, he grew unaware of it, forgot it existed for long periods. Till it had findly come
to the knowledge that it was there; adim thing, an unremembered thing, as much apart of him ashisown
ears, hisown eyes. He had nudged it to the back of hismind — but it was dwaysthere.

Alwaysthere, dwayswaiting, dways on the verge of disruption.

Ferreno never forgot why he was there. He never forgot the reason they had come for him. The day they
had come for him .

The evening had been pale and |aden with sound. Theflits clacking through the air above the city, the
cricketsin the grass, the noise of holograph from the living room of the house.

He had been dtting on the front porch, armstight about his girl, on a creaking porch glider that smacked



thewall every time they rocked back too far. He remembered the taste of the sweet-acidy lemonadein
his mouth as the three men resolved out of the gloom.

They had stepped onto the porch.

“Are you Charles Jackson Ferreno, age nineteen, brown hair, brown eyes, five feet ten, 158 pounds,
scar onright inner wrist?’

“Y-yes...why? he had sammered.

Theintruson of these strangers on athing as private as his love-making had caused him to falter.
Then they had grabbed him.

“What are you doing? Get your hands off him!” Marie had screamed.

They had flashed an illuminated card & her, and she had subsided into terrified Slence before their
authority. Then they had taken him, howling, into aflit— black and slent — and whirled him off to the
plasted block inthe Nevada desert that had been Central Space Headquarters.

They had hypno-conditioned him to operate the inverspace communicators. A task he could not have
learned in two hundred years— involving the hbillion dternate diaing choices— had they not planted it
mechanicdly.

Then they had prepared him for the ship.

“Why are you doing thisto me? Why have you picked me!l” he had screamed at them, fighting the
lacing-up of the pressure suit.

They had told him. The Mark LXXXI1. He had been chosen best out of forty-seven thousand punched
cards whipped through its platinum vitals. Best by selection. An infdlible machine had said he wasthe
least susceptible to madness, inefficiency, failure. He was the best, and the Service needed him.

Then, the ship.

The nose of the beast pointed straight up into a cloudless sky, blue and unfilmed as the best he had ever
known. Then arumble, and a scream, and the pressure as the ship had raced into space. And the amost
imperceptible wrenching as the ship dipped scud wise through inverspace. Thetravel through the milky
pinkness of that not-gpace. Then the gut-pulling again, andthere! off to the right through the port — that
blegk little asteroid with its quonset blemish.

When they had set him down and told him about the enemy, he had screamed at them, but they had
pushed him back into the bubble, had sedled the pressure-lock, and had gone back to the ship.

They had left The Stone, then. Rushing up till they had popped out of sight around abend in space.

His hands had been bloodied, beating againgt the resilient plasted of the pressure-lock and the vista
windows.

He never forgot why he wasthere.

Hetried to conjure up the enemy. Were they horrible dug-like creatures from some dark star, ready to
spread aring of viscous, poisonous fluid inside Earth’ s atmosphere; were they tentacl ed spider-men who
drank blood; were they perhaps quiet, well-mannered beings who would sublimate all of man’sdrives
and ambitions; werethey . ..



Hewent on and on, till it did not matter in the dightest to him. Then he forgot time. But he remembered
he was here to watch. To watch and wait. A sentinel at the gate of the Forever, waiting for an unknown
enemy that might streak out of nowhere bound for Earth and destruction. Or that might have died out
millenia before— leaving him here on aworthless assignment, doomed to an empty life.

He began to hate. The hate of the men who had consigned him to thisliving desth. He hated the men who
had brought him herein their ship. He hated the men who had concelved theidea of asentingl. He hated
the Mark computer that had said:

“Get Charles Jackson Ferrenoonly! ”

He hated them dl. But most of al he hated the dien enemy. Theimplacable enemy that had thrown fear
into the hearts of the men.

Ferreno hated them dl with abitter obsession verging on madnessitsalf. Then, the obsession passed.
Even that passed.

Now hewas an old man. His hands and face and neck wrinkled with the skin-folding of age. Hiseyes
had sunk back under ridges of flesh, his eyebrows white as the stars. His hair loose and uncombed,
trimmed raggedly by an ultra-safe shaving device he had not been able to adapt for suicide. A beard of
unkempt and foul proportions. A body dumped into a position that fitted his pneumo-chair exactly.

Thoughts played legp-frog with themsaves. Ferreno wasthinking. For thefirst timein eight years—
sgncethelast hallucination had passed — actually thinking. He sat humped into the pneumo-chair that had
long ago formed itself permanently to his posture. The muted strains of some long since over-familiarized
piece of taped music humming above him. Wasthe horrible repetition Vivadi’ sGloria Mass or a snatch
of Monteverdi? He fumbled in the back of hismind, in the recessthismusic had lived for solong—
consigned there by horrible repetition.

His thoughts veered before he found the answer. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the watching.
Beads of perspiration sprang out, dotting his upper lip and the receding arcs of sparse hair at histemples.
What if they never came?

What if they had gone dready and through some failure of the mechanisms he had missed them? Even the
sublimina persistence of the revolving scanners' workings was not assurance enough. For thefirgt timein
many years he was hearing the scanners again, and did they sound right?

Didn't...they...sound...a...hit...off?

They didn’t sound right! My God, all these years and now they weren't working! He had no way of
repairing them, no way of getting out of here, he was doomed to lie heretill he died — his purpose gone!
Oh My God! All these years here nowhere and my youth gone and they’ ve sopped running and
no-good damned things failing now and the aliens ve dipped through and Earth’ sgone and I’'m no good
hereand it’sdl for nothing and Marie and everything.. . .

Ferreno! Good God, man! Stop yourself!

He grabbed control of himsdlf abruptly, lurchingly. The machines were perfect. They worked on the basic
substance of inverspace. Theycouldn’t go wrong, once set running on the pattern.

But the usdessness of it dl remained.



His head fell into his shaking hands. He felt tears bubbling behind his eyes. What could one puny man do
here, away from dl and everyone? They had told him more than one man would be dangerous. They
would kill each other out of sheer boredom. The same for aman and awoman. Only one man could
remain in possession of his senses, to tickle out the intricate warning on the inverspace communicator.

He recalled again what they had said about relief.

There could be none. Once sedled in, aman had begun the fight with himself. If they took him out and put
in another man, they were upping the chances of amiscal culation — and afailure. By picking the very
best man by infdlible computer, they were putting al their eggsin one basket — but they were cutting
risk to the bone.

Herecalled again what they had said about amachinein his place.

Impossible. A robot brain, equipped to perform that remarkabl e task of sorting the warning factors, and
recording it on the inverspace communicators— including any possible ramifications that might crop up
infifty years— would haveto be fantasticaly large.

It would have had to be five hundred mileslong by three hundred wide. With tapes and back-up circuits
and tranversstors and punch-checksthat, if laid end to end, would have reached hafway from The Stone
to Earth.

He knew he was necessary, which had been one of the things that had somehow stopped him from
finding away to wreck himself or the whole quonset during those twenty-four years.

Yet, it still seemed so worthless, so helpless, so unnecessary. He didn’t know, but he was certain the
quonset bubble would inform them if he died or was helpless. Then they would try again.

Hewas necessary, if . . .

Ifthe enemy was coming.If the enemy hadn’t dready passed him by.If the enemy hadn’t died long ago.If,
if, if!

Hefdt the madnesswalking again, like some horrible monster of the mind.
He pressed it back with cool argument.

He knew, deep inside himsdlf, that hewasa symbol. A gesture of desperation. A gesture of surviva to
the peoples of Earth. They wanted to live. But did they have to sacrifice him for their surviva?

He could not come to an answer within himself.
Perhapsit was inevitable. Perhaps not. Either way, it just happened he had been the man.

Here at this junction of the galaxies; in this spot of most importance; here he was the key to a battle that
must someday be fought.

But what if he was wasted? What if they never came? What if there was no enemy at al? Only
supposition by thelearned ones. Tampering with the soul and life of ahuman being!

God! The horror of the thought! What if . . .

A soft buzz accompanied the steady ruby glow from the eye in the ceiling. Ferreno Stared,
open-mouthed. He could not look up at the eye itsdf. He stared at the bloody film that covered thewalls
and floor of the quonset. Thiswas the time he had waited twenty-four yearsto come!



Wasthisit? No strident noises, no flickering urgency of the red light. Only asteady glow and a soft buzz.

And at the sametime he knew that thiswas far more effective. It had prevented his death from heart
attack.

Then hetried to move. Tried to finger the forty-three keys of the inverspace communicator on the
underarm of the pneumo-chair. Tried to trandate the message the way it had been impressed
sub-corticaly in hismind, in away he could never have done conscioudly.

Hewas frozen in his seat.

He couldn’'t move. His hands would not respond to the frantic orders of hisbrain. The keyslay silent
under the chair arm, the warning unsent. He was totaly incapacitated. What if thiswas adud? What if the
machines were breaking down from the constant twenty-four years of use? Twenty-four years— and
how many men before him?What if thiswas merely another hallucination? What if he was going insane at
last?

He couldn’t take the chance. His mind blocked him off. The fear was there. He couldn’t be wrong, and
send the warning now, crying wolf!

Then he saw it, and he knew it was not a dud.

Far out in the ever-dark dark of the space beyond The Stone, he could see a spreading point of light
piercing the ebony of the void. And he knew. A calmness covered him.

Now he knew it had not been waste. Thiswas the culmination of al the years of waiting. The privation,
the hunger of londliness, the torture of boredom, al of it. It was worth suffering dl thet.

He reached under, and closed his eyes, letting his hypno-training take over. Hisfingersflickered
momentarily over theforty-three keys.

That done, he settled back, letting his thoughts rest on the calmed surface of his mind. He watched the
gpreading points of light in the vistawindow, knowing it was an armada advancing without pause on
Earth.

He was content. He would soon die, and his job would be finished. It was worth al the years withot.
Without anything good he would have known on Earth. But it wasworth dl of it. The struggle for lifewas
coming to his people.

Hisnight vigil wasfinaly ended.

The enemy was coming at last.

THE VOICE IN THE GARDEN

Trying toinject asubtextud “mora” into astory as brief asthis one puts mein mind of agrest quotation
by the author of Moby Dick , Mr. Herman Melville. He once said: “No great and enduring volume can
ever be written on the flea, though many there be who havetriedit.” (And even though the wonderful
Don Marquis did awhole book about a cockroach named archy, and his swinging friend, the dut cat
Mehitabel, a cockroach is certainly higher on the evolutionary scale than aflea, so what that tells us, hey,
| don’'t haveall the answers.) But though I'm writing this*troublemaker lesson” whereit ain't necessary,
because this short-short story is essentidly the product of a smartass who never grew up, itdoes , infact,
suggest alesson you deadbests ought to heed. Whichisthis: if al you' ve got to back up your wisecracks




and stupid jokes— the kind you make in the movie audience that gets everyone cheesed-off at you—is
more smartmouth, you are very quickly going to look to everyone around you, everyone you want to be
impressed by you, aswhat you truly are: a horse’ s patoot.

After the bomb, the last man on Earth wandered through the rubble of Cleveland, Ohio. It had never
been aparticularly jaunty town, nor even remotely appedling to aesthetes. But now, like Detroit and
Rangoon and Minsk and Y okohama, it had been reduced to a petulantly shattered Tinkertoy of lath and
brickwork, twisted stedl girders and melted glass.

As he picked hisway around the dust heap that had been the Soldiers and Sailors Monument in what
had been Public Square, his eyes red-rimmed from crying at the loss of humanity, he saw something he
had not seen in Beirut or Venice or London. He saw the movement of another human being.

Celedtia choruses sang in his head as he broke into arun across the pitted and blasted remains of Euclid
Avenue. It was awoman!

She saw him, and in the very posture of her body, he knew she wasfilled with the same glory hefelt. She
knew! She began running toward him, her arms outstretched. They seemed to swim toward each other in
aballet of dow motion. He stumbled once, but got to hisfeet quickly and went on. They detoured
around the crumpled tin of tortured metal that had once been automobiles, and met in front of the
shattered carcass that was, in atime seemingly eons before, The May Co.

“I’'mthelast man!” he blurted. He could not keep the wordsinside, they fought tofill theair. “I’'m the
last, the very last. They're dl dead, everyone but us. I'm the last man, and you' re the last woman, and
we |l have to mate and start the race again, and thistimewe |l do it right. No war, no hate, no bigotry,
nothing but goodness. . . we'll doiit, you'll seg, it’'Il befine, abright new shining world from dl this death
and terror.”

Her face was it with an ethereal beauty, even beneath the soot and deprivation. “ Yes, yes,” she said.
“It'll bejust likethat. | love you, because we re dl thereisleft to love, each other.”

He touched her hand. “1 love you. What is your name?’
Sheflushed dightly. “Eve,” shesad. “What' syours?’

“Bernie” hesad.

DEEPER THAN THE DARKNESS

Sincel wasin trouble from the git-go (hell, | was taken to the Principd’ s Office on my first day in
kindergarten; not ten minutes after my mother let go of my hand and left mein that classroom full of
babies and sandboxes) (I'll tell youthat tale another time, but | suspect Miss Whatever Her Name Was,
the kindergarten teacher at Lathrop Grade School in 1939 or * 40, whatever it was, in Painesville, Ohio,
I’ bet she ill hasthe marks of my fangsin her right hand), | knew early on that | would haveto pretend
to be one of the crowd, asbest | could fake it, or get the crap kicked out of me at recess and
after-school every day. Well, like Alf Gunnderson in this next story, | managed to hide my true
personality alittle. . . but not very well, and not for very long times at astretch. Folks, believe me on this
one: if you arewhat we call a“green monkey,” the other gpes are going to rip you anew one every time
they smell you. Hiding out isan art. But don't hide yoursalf so well that otherslike you can’t find you.
And don'’t follow the crowd so much that eventudly you' re not playing at it. Don’t wind up doing it so




well that the mask you' ve worn to perfection becomes your red face. Protect yourself, but don't get
assmilated. And never wage aland war in Asia. | just thought I’ d throw that in. Y ou never know.

They cameto Alf Gunnderson in the Pawnee County jail.

Hewas gitting, hugging his bony knees, againgt the plasted wall of the cell. On the plasted floor lay an
ancient, three-string mandolin he had borrowed from the deputy. He had been plunking, with some talent,
al that hot, summer day. Under histhin buttocks the empty trough of his mattresdess bunk curved
beneath hisweight. He was an extremdy tall man, even hunched up that way.

He was more than tired-looking, more than weary. Hiswas an insde weariness.. . . he was agaunt,
empty-looking man. His hair fell lanky and drab and gray-brown in shocks over alow forehead. His eyes
seemed to be peas, withdrawn from their pods and placed in astarkly white face. It was difficult to tell
whether he could see from them.

Their blankness only accented the total cipher he seemed. There was no inch of expression or recognition
on hisface, intheline of hisbody.

More, he was athin man. He seemed to be aman who had given up the Search long ago. Hisface did
not change its hollow stare at the plasted-barred door opposite, even asit swung back to admit the two
nonentities

Thetwo men entered, their stride as dike as the unobtrusive gray mesh suitsthey wore; asdike asthe
faces that would fade from memory moments after they had turned. The turnkey — agrizzled country
deputy with aminus 8 rating — stared after the men with open wonder on his bearded face.

One of the gray-suited men turned, pinning the wondering stare to the deputy’ sface. Hisvoicewas cam
and unrippled. “ Close the door and go back to your desk.” The words were cold and paced. They
brooked no opposition. It was obvious: they were Mindees.

Theroar of alate afternoon inverspace ship split the waiting moment outside, then the turnkey dammed
the door, paming it loktite. He walked back out of the cell block, hands deep in his coverall pockets. His
head was lowered as though he were trying to solve acomplex problem. It, too, was obvious. he was
trying to block histhoughts off from those goddamned Mindees.

When he was gone, the telepaths circled Gunnderson dowly. Their faces softly dtered, subtly, and
persondity flowed in with quickness. They shot each other confused glances.

Him?the first man thought, nodding dightly at the till, knee-hugging prisoner.

That’s what the report said, Ralph. The other man removed his forehead-concealing snapbrim and sat
down on the edge of the bunk-trough. He touched Gunnderson’ sleg with tentative fingers.He' s not
thinking, for God’ s sake! thethought flashed.| can’'t get a thing .

I ncredul ousness sparkled in the thought.
He must be blocked off by trauma-barrier, camethe reply from the telepath named Ralph.
“Isyour name Alf Gunnderson?’ the first Mindee inquired softly, a hand on Gunnderson’s shoulder.

The expression never changed. The head swiveled dowly and the dead eyes came to bear on the
dark-suited telepath. “I"m Gunnderson,” he replied briefly. His tones indicated no enthusiasm, no



curiosty.

Thefirst man looked up at his partner, doubt wrinkling his eyes, pursing hislips. He shrugged his
shoulders, asif to say, Who knows?

He turned back to Gunnderson.

Immobile, as before. Hewn from rock, silent asthe pit.

“What areyou in here for, Gunnderson?’ He spoke as though he were unused to words. The hating

gpeech of the telepath.
The dead stare swung back to the plasted bars. | set the woods on fire,” he said shortly.

The Mindee' sface darkened at the prisoner’ swords. That was what the report had said. The report that
had come in from one of the remote corners of the country.

The American Continent was amodern thing, al plasted and printed circuits, al rlays and fast
movement, but there had been areas of backwoods country that had never taken to civilizing. They ill
maintained roads and jails, and fishing holes and forests. Out of one of these had come three reports,
spaced an hour apart, with startling ramifications— if true. They had been snapped through the primary
message banksin Capitol City in Buenos Aires, reeled through the computalyzers, and handed to the
Bureau for check-in. While the inverspace ships plied between worlds, while Earth fought its transgaactic
wars, inarura section of the American Continent, a strange thing was happening.

A mileand ahdf of raging forest fire, and Alf Gunnderson the one responsible. So they had sent two
Bureau Mindees.

“How did it start, Alf?’

The dead eyes closed momentarily, in pain, opened, and he answered, “I wastrying to get the pot to heat
up. Trying to set the kindling under it to burning. | fired mysdf too hard.” A flash of sdlf-pity and
unbearable hurt came into hisface, disappeared just as quickly. Empty once more, he added, “1 aways
do.”

Thefirst man exhded sharply, got up and put on his hat. The persondity flowed out of hisface. Hewasa
carbon copy of the other telepath once more.

“Thisistheone,” hesaid.
“Comeon, Alf,” the Mindee named Raph said. “Let'sgo.”

The authority of hisvoice no more served to move Gunnderson than their initial appearance had. He sat
as hewas. The two men looked a one another.

What' s the matter with him?the second one flashed.

If you had what he’ s got — you'’ d be a bit buggy yourself, thefirst onereplied. They were no longer
individuas, they were Bureau men, studiedly, exactly, precisdy dikein every detall.

They hoisted the prisoner under hisarms, lifted him off the bunk, unresisting. Theturnkey came at acal,
and still marveling at these men who had come in — shown Bureau cards, sworn him to deadly slence,
and were now taking the tramp firebug with them — opened the cdll door.

Asthey passed before him, the telepath named Ralph turned suddenly sharp and piercing eyes on the old



guard. “Thisis government business, mister,” hewarned. “Oneword of this, and you'll be aprisoner in
your own jail. Clear?’

The turnkey bobbed hishead quickly.

“And stop thinking, migter.” The Mindee added nadtily, “We don't like to bereferred to asdimy
peekers!” Theturnkey turned a shade paler and watched silently asthey disappeared down the hall, out
of the Pawnee County jail-house. He waited, blanking fiercdly, till he heard the whine of the Bureau
solocab rising into the afternoon sky.

Now what the devil did they want with a crazy firebug hobo like that? He thought vicioudy, Goddam
Mindees!

After they had flown him cross-continent to Buenos Aires, deep in the heart of the blasted Argentine
desart, they sent himin for testing.

The testing was exhaustive. Even though he did not redlly cooperate, there were things he could not keep
them from learning; things that showed up because they werethere:

Such ashisability to sart fireswith hismind.

Such asthe fact that he could not control the blazes.

Such asthefact that he had been bumming for fifteen yearsin an effort to find seclusion.

Such asthe fact that he had become atortured and unhappy man because of his strange mind-power.

“Alf,” said the bodiless voice from the rear of the darkened auditorium, “light that cigarette on the table.
Put it in your mouth and makeit light, Alf. Without amatch.”

Alf Gunnderson stood in the circle of light. He shifted from leg to leg on the blazing stage, and eyed the
cylinder of white paper on thetable.

It was Starting again. The harrying, the testing, the staring with strangeness. He was different — even
from the other accredited psioid types— and they would try to put him away. It had happened before, it
was happening now. There was no red peace for him.

“I don’'t smoke,” he said, which was not true. But this was brother kin to the uncountable police line-ups
he had gone through, dl the way across the American Continent, across Earth, and from A Centauri IX
back here. It annoyed him, and it terrified him, for he knew he was trapped.

Except thistime, there were no tough, rock-faced cops out there in the darkness beyond hissight. This
time there were tough, rock-faced Bureau men, and SpaceCom officials.

Even Terrence, head of SpaceCom, was Sitting in one of those pneumoseats, watching him steedily.
Daring him to be what hewad!

Helifted the cylinder hesitantly, amost put it back.

“Smokeit, Alf!” snapped adifferent voice, deeper in tone, from the ebony before him.

He put the cigarette between hislips. They waited.

He seemed to want to say something, perhapsto object. Alf Gunnderson’s heavy brows drew down. His



blank eyes became — if it were possible — even blanker. A sharp, denting V appeared between the
brows.

The cigarette flamed into life.

A tongue of firelegped up from thetip. In aningtant it had consumed tobacco, paper, filter and
de-nicatizer in oneroar. Thefire dammed against Gunnderson’ s lips, searing them, lapping at hisnose,
hisface.

He screamed, fal on hisface and beat at the flameswith his hands.

Suddenly the stage was clogged with running men in the blue and charcod suits of the SpaceCom.
Gunnderson lay writhing on the floor, awisp of charry smokerising from hisface. One of the SpaceCom
officials broke the cap on an extinguisher vid and the spray washed over the body of the fallen man.

“Get the Mdlaport! Get the goddammed Madlagport, willyal” A young Ensign with brush-cut blond hair,
first to reach the stage — as though he had been waiting crouched below — cradled Gunnderson’s head
in hismuscular arms, brushing with horror at the flakes of charred skin. He had the watery blue eyes of
the spacemen, those who had seen terrible things; yet his eyes were more frightened now than any man’s
eyes were meant to be.

In afew minutes the angular, spade-pawed Malleable-Transporter was smoothing the skin on
Gunnderson’ sface, redligning the atoms— shearing away the burned flesh, coating it with vibrant,
hedthy pink skin.

Another few moments and the psioid was finished; the burns had been erased; Gunnderson was new and
whole, savefor the patches of hedthier-seeming skin that dotted hisface.

All through it he had been murmuring. Asthe Malaport finished his menta work, stood up with asigh,
the words filtered through to the young SpaceCom Ensign. He stared at Gunnderson amoment, then
raised hiswatery blue eyesto the other officias standing about.

He stared at them with amixture of fear and bewilderment.
Gunnderson had been saying: “Let medie, pleaselet medie, | want to die, won't you let me die, please!”

The ship was heading toward Oma o, sun of the Delgart system. It had been trandated into inverspace by
aDriver named Carina Correia. She had warped the ship through, and gone back to her deep-deep, till
shewas needed at Omalo snap-out.

Now the ship whirled through the crazy quilt of inverspace, cutting through to the star-system of Earth’s
adversary.

Gunnderson sat in the cabin with the brush-cut blond Ensign. All through the trip, since blagt-off and
snap-out, the pyrotic had been kept in his stateroom. Thiswas the newest of the Earth SpaceCom ships,
yet he had seen none of it. Just thistiny stateroom, in the constant company of the usualy stoica Ensign.

The SpaceCom man’ swatery blue eyes swept between the pallid man and the teleport-proof safe setin
the cabin’s bulkhead.

“Any ideawhy they’ re sending us so deep into Delgart territory?’ the Ensign fished. “It’ s pretty tight lines
up thisfar. Must be something big. Any idea?’

Gunnderson’ s eyes came up from their focus on his boot-tops, and stared at the spaceman. Heidly



flipped the harmonica he had requested before blast-off, which he had used to pass away the long hours
inverspace. “No idea. How long have you been at war with the Delgarts?’

“Don’t you even know who your planet’sat war with?’
“I’ve been rurd for many years. But aren't theyalways a war with someone?’

The Ensign looked startled. “Not unlessit’ sto protect the peace of the galaxies. Earth isapeace -loving .

Gunnderson cut him off. “Yes, | know. But how long have you been a war with the Delgarts? | thought
they were our dlies under some Treaty Pact or other?’

The spaceman’ s face contorted in a picture of conditioned hatred. “\We' ve been after the bastards since
they jumped one of our mining planets outside their cluster.” He twisted hislipsin open loathing. We ll
clean the bastards out soon enough! Teachthem to jump peaceful Earthmen.”

Gunnderson wished he could shut out the words. He had heard the same story al the way from A
Centauri 1X and back. Someone had always jumped someone else. . . someone was aways at war with
someoneelse. . . there were dways bastards to be cleaned out . . . never any peace. . . never any
peace. . .

Theinvership whipped past the myriad odd-colors of inverspace, hurtling through that not-space toward
the dien cluster. Gunnderson sat in the teleport-proof stateroom, triple-coded loktite, and waited. He
had no ideawnhat they wanted of him, why they had tested him, why they had sent him through the
pre-flight checkups, why he was in not-space. But he knew one thing: whatever it was, there wasto be
no peaceforhim . . . ever.

He slently cursed the strange menta power he had. The power to make the molecules of anything speed
up tremendoudy, making them grind against one another, causing combustion. A strange, channeled
teleport faculty that was usdessfor anything but the creation of fire. He damned it soulfully, wishing he
had been born deaf, mute, blind, incapable of having to ward off the world.

From the first moment of hislife when he had redlized his strange power, he had been haunted. No
control, no identification, no communication. Cut off. Tagged asan oddie. Not even the pleasures of
being an acknowledged psoid, like the Mindees, or the invauable Drivers, or the Blasters, or the
Mallaports who could move the atoms of flesh to their design. Hewas an oddie. A strange-breed, and
worse: he was anon-directive psoid. Tagged deadly and uncontrollable. He could set thefires, but he
could not control them. The molecules were too tiny, too quickly imitative for him to stop the activity
onceit was started. It had to stop of itsown valition . . . and occasionally it was too long in stopping.

Once he had thought himsdlf normal, once he had thought of leading an ordinary life— of perhaps
becoming amusician. But that idea had died aflaming, asdl other norma ideasthat had followed it.

Firgt the ostracism, then the hunting, then the arrests and the prison terms, one after another. Now
something new — something he could not understand. What did they want with him? 1t was obvioudy in
connection with the mighty battle being fought between Earth and the Delgarts, but of what use could his
unreliable powers be?

Why was hein this most marvelous of the new SpaceCom ships, heading toward the central sun of the
enemy cluster? And why should he help Earth in any case?

At that moment the locks popped, the safe broke open, and the clanging of the darmswas heard to the



bowels of theinvership.

The Ensign stopped him as he started to rise, started toward the safe. The Ensign thumbed a button on
hiswrist-console.

“Hold it, Mr. Gunnderson. | wasn't told what wasin there, but | wastold to keep you away from it until
the other two got here.”

Gunnderson dumped back hopelessy on the acceleration-bunk. He dropped the harmonicato the metal
floor and lowered hishead into his hands. “What other two?’

“I don’'t know, Sir. | wasn't told.”
The other two were psoids, naturdly.

When the Mindee and the Blaster arrived, they motioned the Ensign to remove the contents of the safe.
Hewalked over nervoudy, took out the tiny recorder and the single speak-tip.

“Pay it, Endgn,” the Mindee directed.

The spaceman thumbed the speak-tip into the hole, and the grating of the blank space at the beginning of
thetip filled the room.

“Y ou can leave now, Ensgn,” the Mindee said.

After the SpaceCom officer had securely loktited the door, the voice began. Gunnderson recognized it
immediately asthat of Terrence, head of SpaceCom. The man who had questioned him tirdlesdy at the
Bureau building in Buenos Aires. Terrence, hero of another war, the Earth-Kyben war, now head of
SpaceCom. Thewords were brittle, dmost without inflection and to the point, yet they carried a sense of
utmaost importance:

“Gunnderson,” it began, “we have, asyou aready know, ajob for you. By thistime the ship will have
reached central-point of your trip through inverspace.

“You will arrivein two days Earthtime a adip-out point approximately five hundred million milesfrom
Omalo, the enemy sun. You will befar behind enemy lines, but we are certain you will be ableto
accomplish your misson safdly, that iswhy you have been given thisnew ship. It can withstand anything
the enemy can throw.

“But we want you to get back for other reasons. Y ou are the most important man in our war effort,
Gunnderson, and it' stied up with your mission.

“Wewant you to turn the sun Omao into asupernova.”

Gunnderson, for the first timein thirty-eight years of bleak, gray life, was staggered. The very concept
made his somach churn. Turn another peopl€e s sun into aflaming, gaseous bomb of inca culable power,
gpreading desth into space, burning off the very layers of its being, charring into nothing the planets of the
system? Annihilate in one move an entire culture?

Wasit possible they thought him mad?
What did they think he was capable of ?
Could hedirect hismind to such atask?



Could hedoiit?
Should hedo it?

His mind boggled at the possibility. He had never realy considered himsdlf as having many idedls. He had
st firesin warehouses to get the ownersthelr ligbility insurance; he had flamed other hobos who had
tried to rob him; he had used the unpredictable power of hismind for many things, but this. . .

Thiswasthe murder of asolar system!

Hewasn't in any way sure hecould turn a sun supernova. What was there to lead them to think he might
be ableto do it? Burning aforest and burning agiant red sun were two things fantastically far apart. It
was something out of anightmare. But eveniif hecould . . .

“In case you find the task unpleasant, Mr. Gunnderson,” theice-chip voice of the SpaceCom head
continued, “we have included in this ship’s complement, aMindee and a Blagter.

“Their solejob isto watch and protect you, Mr. Gunnderson. To make certain you are kept in the
proper, er,patriotic state of mind. They have been instructed to read you from this moment on, and
should you not be willing to carry out your assgnment . . . well, I'm certain you are familiar with a
Blaster’ s capabilities”

Gunnderson stared at the blank-faced telepath sitting across from him on the other bunk. The man was
obvioudy listening to every thought in Gunnderson’s head. A strange, nervous expression was on the
Mindee sface. His gaze turned to the Blaster who accompanied him, then back to Gunnderson.

The pyrotic swiveled aglance at the Blaster, then swiveled away as quickly.

Blasters were men meant to do onejob, one job only, and a certain type of man he became, hehad to
be, to be successful doing that job. They al looked the same, and Gunnderson found the ook almost
terrifying. He had not thought he couldbe terrified, any more.

“That isyour assgnment, Gunnderson, and if you have any hesitance, remember they arenot humen.
They are extraterrestrials as unlike you as you are unlike asug. And remember there sawar on. . . you
will be saving the lives of many Earthmen by performing thistask.

“Thisisyour chance to become respected, Gunnderson.

“A hero, respected, and for thefirst time,” he paused, as though not wishing to say what was next, “for
thefirst time— worthy of your world.”

The rasp-ragp-rasp of the silent record filled the state-room. Gunnderson said nothing. He could hear the
phrasewhirling, whirlingin hishead: There' s a war on, There'sawar on, There’'sa war on, THERE'S
A WAR ON! He stood up and dowly walked to the door.

“Sorry, Mr. Gunnderson,” the Mindee said emphatically, “we can't dlow you to leave thisroom.”

He sat down and lifted the battered mouth organ from where it had fallen. He fingered it for awhile, then
put it to hislips. He blew, but made no sound.

And hedidn't leave.

They thought he was adeep. The Mindee — a cadaveroudy thin man with hair grayed at the temples and
dicked back in strips on top, with a gasping speech and a nervous movement of hand to ear — spoketo



the Blagter.
“He doesn’t seem to be thinking, John!”

The Blagter’ s smooth, hard features moved vaguely, in the nearest thing to an expression, and aquirking
frown split hisink-line mouth. “Can hedo it?’

The Mindee rose, ran ahand quickly through the straight, dicked hair.

“Canhedoit? No, he shouldn’t beable to doit, but he'sdoingiit! | can’'t figureitout . . . it' seerie,
uncanny. Either I’ velogt it, or he' sgot something new.”

“Trauma-barrier?’

“That’ swhat they told me before | |€ft, that he seemed to be blocked off. But they thought it was only
temporary, once he was away from the Bureau buildings he would clear up.

“But heisn't cleared up.”
The Blaster looked concerned. “Maybeit’syou.”

“| didn't get aMaster’ srating for nothing, John, and | tell you thereisn’t atraumarbarrier | can’t at least
getsomething through. If only asnatch of gabble. But there snothing . . . nothing!”

“Maybeit'syou,” the Blaster repeated, still concerned.

“Damnit! It'snot me! | can read you, can’t | — your right foot hurts from new boots, you wish you
could have the bunk to lie down on, you . . . oh hell, I can readyou — and | can read the Captain up
front, and | can read the pitmen in the hold, but | can’t readhim !

“It' slike hitting a sheet of glassin hishead. There should be areflection or some penetration, but it seems
to be opagued. | didn’t want to say anything when he was awake, of course.”

“Doyou think | should twit him alittle— wake him up and warn him we re on to his game?’

The Mindee raised a hand to stop the very thought of the Blaster. “ Great Gods, no!” He gestured wildly.
“This Gunnderson’ sinvauable. If they found out we' d done anything unauthorized to him, we' d both be
Tanked.”

Gunnderson lay on his accel eration-bunk, feigning deep, listening to them. It was anew discovery to him,
what they were saying. He had dways suspected the pyrotic faculty of hismind. It was just too unstable
to be atrue-bred trait. There had to be side-effects, other differences from the norm. He knewhe could
not read minds, was this now another factor? Impenetrability by Mindees? He wondered.

Perhaps the Blaster was powerless, too.

It would never clear away his problem — that was something he could do only in hisown mind — but it
might make his position and fina decison safer.

Therewas only oneway to find out. He knew the Blaster could not actudly harm him severely, by
SpaceCom’ s orders, but he wouldn't hesitate blasting off one of the pyrotic’'sarms— cauterizing it asit
disappeared — to warn him, if the Situation seemed desperate enough.

The Blaster had seemed to Gunnderson asingularly overzealous man, in any case. It was aterriblerisk,
but he had to know.



Therewas only oneway to find out, and hetook it . . . finding agtartling new vitaity in himsdf . . . for the
firgt timein over thirty years. . .

He snapped hislegs off the bunk, and lunged across the stateroom, shouldering aside the Mindee, and
sraight-arming the Blaster in the mouth. The Blaster, surprised by the rapid and completely unexpected
movement, had areflex thought, and one entire bulkhead was washed by bolts of power. They crackled,
and the plasted buckled. His direction had been upset, had been poor, but Gunnderson knew the instant
he regained his mentd balance, the power would be directed a him.

The bulkhead oxidized, and popped asit was broken, revealing the outer insulating hull of theinvership;
rivets snapped out of their holes and clattered to the floor.

Gunnderson was at the stateroom door, pa ming the |oktite open — having watched the manner used by
the Blaster when he had |eft on severa occasions— and putting one foot into the companionway .

Then the Blaster struck. Hisfury rose, and helost his sense of duty. This man had struck him; hewasa
psioid. . . an accepted psoid, not an oddie! His eyes degpened their black immeasurably, and hisface
grained. His cheekbones rose in a stricture of agrin, and theforce materiaized.

All around Gunnderson.

He could fedl the hest.

He could see his clothes sparking and disappearing.
He could fed hishair charring a thetips.

He could fed the strain of ps power intheair.

But there was no effect on him.

He was safe.

Safe from the power of the Blasters.

Then he knew hedidn’t haveto run.

He turned back to the cabin.

The two psioids were staring a him in open terror.
It was dways night in inverspace.

The ship congtantly ploughed through a swamp of black, with meta indgde, and metal outsde, and the
cold, unchanging devil-dark beyond the meta. Men hated inverspace — they sometimestook the
years-long journey through norma space, to avoid the chilling life of inverspace. For one moment the
total black would surround the ship, and the next they would be sfting through afield of changing,
flickering crazy-quilt colors. Then ebony again, then light, then dots, then shafts, then the dark once more.
It was ever-changing, like amadman’s dream. But not interestingly changing, so onewould wish to
watch, as one might watch aka e doscope. Thiswas strange, and unnatural, something beyond the
powers of the mind, or the abilities of the eye to comprehend. Ports were alowed only in the officer’s
country, and those had solid lead shields that would dam down and dog closed at the dap of a button.
Nothing could be done— men were only men, and space wastheir eternal enemy. But no man willingly
stared back at the deep of inverspace.



In the officer’ s country, Alf Gunnderson reached with his sight and his mind into the coal soot that now
lay beyond the ship. Since he had proved hisinvulnerability over the Blaster, he had been given the run of
the ship. Where could he go? Nowhere that he could not be found. Guards watched the egress ports at
al times, so hewas i, in effect, a prisoner on the invership. He had managed to securetime alone,
however, and so with the Captain and his officerslocked out of country, he stood aone, watching.

He stared; the giant quartz window, al shields open, all the darkness flowing in. The cabin was dark, but
not half so dark asthat darkness that was everywhere.

That darkness deeper than the darkness.

What was he? Was he man or was he machine. . . to be told he must turn asun nova? What of the
people on that sun’s planets? What of the women and the children . . . dien or not? What of the people
who hated war, and the people who served because they had been told to serve, and the people who
wanted to be left done? What of the men who went into the fields, while their fellow troops dutifully
sharpened their war knives, and cried? Cried because they were afraid, and they weretired, and they
wanted home without desth. What of those men?

Wasthiswar one of salvation or liberation or duty asthey parroted the phrases of patriotism? Or was
this gill another of the unending wars for domination, larger holdings, richer worlds? Wasthis another
dupe of the Universe, where men were sent to their deaths so one type of government, no better than
another, could rule? He didn’'t know. He wasn't sure. He was afraid. He had a power beyond all powers
in his hands, and he suddenly found himsdlf not atramp and awaste, but a man who could demolish a
solar system at hisown will.

Not even sure hecould do it, he consdered the possibility, and it terrified him, making hislegsturntoice
water, his blood to steam. He was suddenly quite lost, and immersed into a deeper darkness than he had
ever known. With no way out.

He spoke to himself, letting his words sound foolish to himself, but sounding them just the same, knowing
he had avoided sounding them for much too long:

“Canl doit?

“Should 1?1’ ve waited so long, so long, to find aplace, and now they tell me I’ vefound aplace. Isthis
my final place? Isthiswhat I’ ve lived and searched for? | can be avaluable war wegpon. | can bethe
man the men turn to when they want ajob done. But what sort of job?

“Can | doit?Isit moreimportant to meto find peace — even a peace such asthis— and to destroy,
than to go on with the unrest?’

Alf Gunnderson stared at the night, at the faint tinges of color beginning to form at the edges of hisvision,
and hismind washed itself in the water of thought. He had discovered much about himself in the past few
days. He had discovered many talents, many idedl's he had never suspected in himself.

He had discovered he had character, and that he was not a hopeless, oddie hulk, doomed to die wasted.
Hefound he had afuture.

If he could make the proper decision.
But whatwas the proper decison?

“Omalo! Omalo snap-out!”



The cry roared through the companionways, bounced down the halls and againgt the metdl hull of the
invership, sprayed from the speakers, and deafened the men adeep beside their squawk-boxes.

popped out, shuddering. Thereit was. The sun of Delgart. Omalo. Big. And golden. With planets set
about like boulders on the edge of the sea. The seathat was space, and from which this ship had come.
With death initshold, and death in its tubes, and degth, nothing but death.

The Blaster and the Mindee escorted Alf Gunnderson to the bridge. They stood back and et him walk to
the huge quartz portal. The portal before which the pyrotic had stood so long, so many hours, gazing so
deep into inverspace. They left him there, and stood back, because they knew he was safe from them.
No matter how hard they held his arms, no matter how fiercely they shouted at him, he was safe. He was
something new. Not just apyrotic, not just amind-blocked, not just a Blaster-safe, he was something
totaly new.

Not acomposite, for there had been many of those, with imperfect powers of severa ps types. But
something new, and something incomprehensible. Psoid+ with a+ that might mean anything.

Gunnderson moved forward dowly, his degp shadow squirming out before him, diding up the console,
acrossthe portal shelf, and acrossthe quartz itself. Himself superimposed across the immensity of space.

The man who was Gunnderson stared into the night that lay without, and at the sun that burned steedily
and highin that night. A greeter fire raged within him than on that molten surface.

Hiswas a power he could not even begin to estimate, and if he let it be used in thisway, thisonce, it
could be turned to this purpose over and over and over again.

Wasthere any salvation for him?

“Y ou' re supposed to flame that sun, Gunnderson,” the dick-haired Mindee said, trying to assume an
authoritative tone, atone of command, but failing miserably. He knew he was powerless before this man.
They could shoot him, of course, but what would that accomplish?

“What are you going to do, Gunnderson? What do you havein mind?’ the Blaster chimed in.
“SpaceCom wants Omalofired . . . are you going to do it, or do we have to report you as atraitor?’

“Y ou know what they’ 1l do to you back on Earth, Gunnderson. Y ou know, don’t you?’

Alf Gunnderson |et the light of Omalo wash his sunken face with red haze. His eyes seemed to degpeniin
intengity. His hands on the console ledge stiffened and the knuckles turned white. He had seen the
possibilities, and he had decided. They would never understand that he had chosen the harder way. He
turned dowly.

“Whereisthe lifescoot located?’

They stared at him, and he repested his question. They refused to answer, and he shouldered past them,
stepped into the droptube to take him below decks. The Mindee spun on him, hisface raging.

“You'reacoward and atraitor, fireboy! You' realousy no-ps freak and we'll get you! Y ou can take the
lifeboat, but someday we'll find you! No matter where you go out there, we' re going to find you!”

He spat then, and the Blaster strained and strained and strained, but the power of his mind had no effect
on Gunnderson.



The pyrotic |et the dropshaft lower him, and he found the lifescoot sometime later. He took nothing with
him but the battered harmonica, and the red flush of Omalo on hisface.

When they fdt thepop! of the lifescoot being snapped into space, and they saw the dark gray dot of it
moving rapidly away, flicking quickly off into inverspace, the Blaster and the Mindee dumped into
relaxers, stared at each other.

“WEé I haveto finish the war without him.”

The Blaster nodded. “He could have won it for usin one minute. HE sgone.”

“Do you think he could have doneit?’

The Blaster shrugged his heavy shoulders. “1 just don't know. Perhaps.”

“He'sgone,” the Mindee repested bitterly. “ He's gone? Coward! Traitor! Someday . .. someday ..."
“Where can he go?’

“He sawanderer at heart. Space is deep, he can go anywhere.”

“Did you mean that, about finding him some day?’

The Mindee nodded rapidly. “When they find out, back on Earth, what he did today, they’ll start hunting
him through al of space. HE |l never have another moment’ s peace. Theyhave tofindhim . . . he'sthe
perfect wegpon. But he can't run forever. They’ll find him.”

“A drange man.”

“A man with apower he can’t hide, John. A man who will sooner or later give himself away. Hecan't
hide himself cleverly enough to stay hidden forever.”

“Odd that he would turn himself into afugitive. He could have had peace of mind for therest of hislife.
Instead, he'sgot this. . .”

The Mindee stared at the closed portd shields. Histones were bitter and frustrated. “We' Il find him some
day.”

The ship shuddered, reversed drives, and dipped back into inverspace.
Much sky winked back at him.

He sat on the bluff, wind touding his gray hair, flapping softly at the dirty shirt-tail hanging from his pants
top.

The Mingrd sat on the bluff watching theland fal dopingly away under him, down to the shining hide of
the sprawling dragon, lying in the cup of the hills. The dragon dept — awake— across once lush grass
and productive ground.

City.

Onthisfar world, far from ared sun that shone high and steady, the Mingtrel sat and pondered the many
kinds of peace. And the kind that is not peace, cannever be peace.

His eyesturned once more to the sage and eterna advice of the blackness above. No one saw him wink



back at the silent stars. Deeper than the darkness.

With asigh he dung the battered theremin over hisfrayed shoulders. It was a portable machine, with both
rods bent, and its power-pack patched and soldered. His body amost at once assumed the half-douch,
round-shouldered walk of the wanderer. He ambled down the hill toward the rocket field.

They cdled it the rocket field, out here on the Edge, but they didn’t use rockets any longer. Now they
rode to space on awhigtling tube that glimmered and sparkled behind itsdf like asmdl animal chuckling
over aprivate joke. The joke wasthat the little animal knew the riders were never coming back.

It whistled and sparkled till it flicked off into some crazy-quilt not-space, and was gone forever.

Tarmac clicked under the hedls of his boots. Bright, shining boots, kept meticuloudy clean by polishing
over polishing till they reflected back the corona of the field kliegs and, ever more faintly, the gleam of the
night. The Minstrel kept them cleaned and polished, a clashing note matched againgt hisgenerally
unkempt appearance.

Hewastdl, towering over dmost everyone he had ever met in his home ess wanderings. His body wasa
lean and supple thing, like ahigh-tenson wire; the merest suggestion of contained power and quickness.
The man moved with an easy gait, accentuating hislong legs and gangling arms, making his
well-proportioned head seem a bubble precarioudy balanced on aneck too long and thin to support it.

He kept timeto the click of the polished boots with a soft haf-hum, haf-whistle. The song was adead
song, long forgotten.

He, too, was a half-dead, half-forgotten thing.

He came from beyond the mountains. No one knew where. No one cared where.He had dmost
forgotten.

But they listened when he came. They listened amost reverently, having heard the stories about him, with
adesperation born of men who know they are savered from their home worlds, who know they will go
out and out and seldom come back. He sang of space, and he sang of land, and he sang of the nothing
that isleft for Man— al Men, no matter how many armsthey have, or what their skinis colored —
when he has expended the lat little bit of Eternity to which heisentitled.

His voice had the sadness of death in it. The sadness of degth before life has finished itswork. But it had
thejoy of metal under quick fingers, the strength of turned nickel-stedl, and the whip of heart and soul
working through londliness. They listened when his song came with the night wind; probing, crying, loney
through the darkness of athousand worlds and in athousand winds.

The pitmen stopped their work as he came, sillent but for the hum of his song and the beeat of his boots on
the blacktop. They watched as he came acrossthefield.

There was no doubt who it was. He had been wandering the star-paths for many years now. He had
appeared, and that was dl; he was. They knew him as certainly asthey knew themsalves. They turned
and hewaslike apillar, set dark against the light and shadow of the field. He paced dowly, and they
stopped the hoses feeding the radioactive food to the little animals, and stopped the torches they boiled
on the metd skins, and they listened.

The Mingrd knew they were listening, and he undung hisinstrument, settling the narrow box with its
tone-rods around his neck by itsthong. As hisfingers cgoled and pleaded and extracted the song of a
soul, cast into the pit of the void, left to die, crying in torment not so much at deeth, but at the terror of



being donewhen thelagt calling came.
And theworkmen cried.

They felt no shame asthe tears coursed through the dirt on their faces and over the sweat-shine left from
toil. They stood, silent and dl-fedling, as he came toward them.

Then with many small crescendos, and before they even knew it was ended, and for seconds &fter the
wall had fled back across the field into the mountains, they listened to the last notes of hislament.

Hands wiped clumsily across faces, leaving more dirt than before, and backs turned dowly as men
resumed work. It seemed they could not face him, the nearer he came; as though he wastoo
deep-seeing, too perceptive for them to be at ease close by. It was a mixture of respect and awe.

The Mingrd stood, waiting.
“Hey! You!”

The Mingrel stood waiting. The pad of soft-soled feet behind him. A spaceman; tanned, supple, dmost
astal asthe ballad-singer — reminding the balad-singer of another spaceman, ablond-haired boy he
had known long ago — came up beside the silent figure. The Minstrel had not moved.

“Whut ¢'n ah do for ya, Mingtrel?” asked the spaceman, tones of the South of along faraway Continent
richin hisvoice.

“What do they cal thisworld?’ the Minstrel asked. The voice was quiet, like aneedle being drawn
through velvet. He spoke in a hushed monotone, yet his voice was clear and bore traces of an
uncountable number of accents.

“The nativescdl it Audi, and the charts cdll it RexaMgoris XX1X, Mingre. Why?’
“It' stimeto moveon.”

The Southerner grinned hugely, lines of amusement crinkling out around hiswatery brown eyes. “Need a
lift?’

The Mingrel nodded, smiling back enigmaticaly.
The spaceman’ sface softened, the lines of squinting into the reaches of an eterna night broke and he

extended his hand: “Mah name' s Quantry; top dog on theSpirit of Lucy Marlowe . If y’ doan mind
workin' yer keep owff bah singin’ fer the payssengers, we' d be pleased to hayve ya awn boward.”

Thetal man smiled, aquick radiance across the darkness the shadows made of hisface. “That isn't
work.”

“Then done!” exclamed the spaceman. “C mon, a' Il fix yaabunk in steerage.”

They walked between the wiper gangs and the pitmen. They threaded their way between the glare of
fluorotorches and the sputtering blast of robot welding instruments. The man named Quantry indicated
the opening in the smooth side of the ship and the Minstrel clambered inside,

Quantry fixed the berth just behind the reactor feeder-bins, sealing off the compartment with an eectrical
blanket draped over aloading track bar. The Mingtrel lay on his bunk — arepair bench — with apillow
under hishead. Helay thinking.



The momentsfled silently and hismind, deep in thought, hardly redlized the ports were being dogged
home, the radioactive additives were being duiced through their tubes to the reactors, the blast tubes
were being extruded. His mind did not leave its thoughts as the atomic motors warmed, turning the pit to
green glass beneath the ship’s bulk. Motorsthat would carry the ship to a height where the Driver would
be wakened from his deep — orher deep, aswas more often the case with that particular breed of
psioid — to snap the ship through into inverspace.

Asthe ship came unstuck from solid ground, hurled itself outward on an unquenchabletall of fire, the
Mingtrel lay back, letting the reassuring hand of accel eration press him into deeper reverie. Thoughts
spun, of the past, of the further past, and of al the pasts he had known.

Then the reactors cut off, the ship shuddered, and he knew they were in inverspace. The Minstrel sat up,
hiseyesfar away. His thoughts deep inside the cloud-cover of aworld billions of light years away,
hundreds of yearslost to him. A world hewould never see again.

Therewas atimefor running, and atimefor resting, and even in the running, there could be resting. He
amiled to himsdf sofaintly it wasnot asmile.

Down in the reactor rooms, they heard his song. They heard the build to it, matching, sustaining, whining
in tune with the inverspace drive. They grinned at each other with a sweet sadnesstheir faces were never
expected to wear.

“It'sgonnabe agood trip,” said one to another.

In the officer’ s country, Quantry looked up at the tight-dammed shields blocking off the patchwork
insanity of not-space, andhe smiled. Itwas going to be agood trip.

In the saloons, the passengers listened to the odd strains of lonely music coming up from below, and even
they were forced to admit, though they had no way of explaining how they knew, that thiswasindeed
going to be agood trip.

And in steerage, his fingers wandering across the keyboard of the battered theremin, no one noticed that
the man they called “The Mingrel” had lit his cigarette without amatch.

NEVER SEND TO KNOW FOR WHOM
THELETTUCEWILTS

So I'm watching the report on CNN about how little kids who' ve become enamoured of smackdown
wrestling (whichisso fullacrap bogus | can never figure howany body can be dumb enough even to
watch it, much lessthink of it as anything but staged stupidity, Three Stoogesin ugly tights. . . but then |
can aso never understand why people who watch those weepy televangelists don’t spot them asthe con
men they truly are), and the kids are so impressionable.. . . not to mention dumb as a paving stone. . .
that they' re setting up these makeshift WWF play areasin their backyards. And they’ re jumping on each
other, and they’ re hitting each other with chairs, and they’ re throwing smaller kids againgt walls, and
they’ re dropping both kneesinto some other urchin’s solar plexus, and in general going way beyond the
kind of slly horseplay you and | engaged in when we weretheir age. (Andhere' s aquestion: isn't there
an adult in that time zone who cansee what’ s going down, and maybe suggest that poking a garden hoe
into another kid'seye might impair hiscareer asan air traffic controller in later life?) But the chilling
capper to thisreport is the moment when one of these doofus children, who has been — are you ready
for this— videotaping the massacre, isn't satisfied with the “redlity” of the scenario, and he tekesa
flippin’ cheese grater to theface of his* opponent,” dicing and dicing the kid for life, and he looksinto




the cameraand grinsand says, “ See, now yakinsee theblood! Ain't it kewl!” The troublemaker lesson
to be learned from thisstory is: curiosity about things that you shouldn’t be curious about can get you
scarred for life. Oh, and the other lesson: stay away from people dumber than you. If such creatures
exis.

Tuesday.

Henry Leclair did adouble-take. His eyes racked and reracked between the Chinese fortune cookiein
his right hand and the Chinese fortune cookiefortune in hisleft. Heread it again: Tuesday .

Then again, queruloudy, “ Tueday?”’

That was al. Nothing more; no aphorism about meeting one strue love on Tuesday; no saccharine cliché
denoting Tuesday asthe advent of good fortune; no Tuesday-themed accompanying notation warning of
investing in hi-tech stocks on Tuesday. Nothing. Just the narrow, dightly-gray dip of rectangular paper
with the printed word T uesday and a period immediately after it.

Henry muttered to himsdlf. “Why Tuesday? What Tuesday?’ He absently let the fortune cookie dip from
hisfingers

“Damn!” he murmured, watching the cookie sink quickly to the bottom of hiswater glass.

He returned his attention to the fortune. Tuesday. That wastoday. Biting hislower lip, Harry reached for
the second of the three cookies. He pulled at the edge of the fortune paper protruding from the
convoluted pastry. Placing the cookie back on its plate carefully, he turned the dip over and read it:

You'retheone.

Henry Leclair had been a premature baby. His mother, Martha Annette Leclair, had not carried him full
term. Seven months, two days. Boom. Enter baby Henry. There was no explanation save the vagaries of
female physiology. However, therewas another explanation: Henry — even pre-natal — had been
curious. Pathologicaly, even pre-nataly, curious. He had wanted free from the womb, had wanted to
discoverwhat was out there .

When he was two years old, Henry had been discovered, in trapdoor-bottom pagjamas, in mid-winter,
crouching in the snow outside his home, waiting to see whether the white stuff fell from above or came up
through the ground.

At the age of seven they had to cut Henry down. He had been swinging from aclothedine strung in the
basement, drying the family wash. Henry had been curious: what doesit fed liketo strangle?

By the time he was thirteen, Henry had read every volume of the ENCY LOPAEDIA BRITTANICA,
copious texts on every phase of the sciences, al matter disseminated by the government for the past
twenty-eight years, and biographies by the score. Also, somewhere between seven thousand, eight
hundred, and seven thousand, nine hundred books on history, religion, and sociology. He avoided books
of cartoons— and novels.

By the time he was twenty, Henry wore noticeably thick-lensed glasses; and he had migraine headaches.
But hisal-consuming curiosity had not been satiated.

On histhirty-first birthday, Henry was unmarried and digging for bits of astonetablet intheremainsof a
lost city somewhere near the Dead Sea. Curiosity.



Henry Leclair was curious about a most everything. He wondered why awoman wore egret fegthersin
her hat, rather than those of the peacock. He wondered why |obsters turned red when they were
cooked. He wondered why office buildings did not have thirteenth floors. He wondered why men | eft
home. He wondered what the soot-accumulation rate in his city was. He wondered why he had a
srawberry mark on hisright knee. He wondered al sorts of things.

Curiogity. Hewas helpless, driven, doomed in itsitching, overwheming, adhesive grip.
You'retheone.

“I'mthe one? Henry blurted increduloudy. “Me? 1’ m thewhat? What am |? What the blazes are you
talking about?’ He spoke to the insensate, unresponsive fortune paper.

Thiswas, suddenly, overpoweringly, a conundrum for Henry. He knew, deep in his soul-matter, that
curiosity demanded he mugt solve thisintrusive enigma. Two such fortunes— two such incomprehensble
mind-troublers — were more than mere coyness on someone s part. There was something not quite right
here. Something , asHenry put it to himsdlf, with stunning origindity, mor e than meets the eye!

Henry cdled for the waiter. The short, dmost bald, and overly-contemptuous Oriental passed twice
more— oncein ether direction — finaly coming to ahdt beside Henry’ s booth. Henry extended the
two fortunes and said, “Who writes these?’

,"answered the waiter, with atouch of insouciant, yet distingué, impudence.

“I beg your pardon,” Henry said, removing his noticeably thick-lensed glasses, dangling them in his other
hand, *“but would you mind spesking English?’

The waiter wrinkled his nosein distaste, stroked the cloth napkin draped over his forearm, and pointed
to the manager, lounging half-adeep behind the cash regider.

“Thanks,” said Henry absently, his attention to the chase now directed elsewhere. He sarted torise as
the waiter turned. “Oh — check, please.” The waiter stopped dead in histracks, drew his shoulders up
as though he had been struck an especidly foul blow, and returned to the table. He hurriedly scribbled
the check, al in Chinese glyphs except the total, and plunked it on the table. Muttering Eastern epithets,
he stalked away.

Henry absently dropped the remaining fortune cookie in his jacket pocket as he picked up the check —
S0 anxious was he now to speak to the manager. Quickly dapping his hat on his head, he gathered his
topcoat off the chair, dropped adollar and some change, and headed for the manager. The old man was
dumped across the glass case, one arm securely pressed against the cash register’ sdrawer. He
awakened at dmost the ingtant Henry stopped in front of him. His hand extended automatically for check
and cash.

Whilethe fellow was placing his check on aspindle, Henry leaned across and asked, quietly, “ Can you
tell me where you get these little fortunes?’” He showed one. Henry expected more misdirection and
confusion, as he had experienced with the waiter, but the Chinese manager did not take his eyes off the
change he was ddlivering ashe said, “We buy in lots. From trading company that sall us cookies. Y ou
want buy dozen, take homewith you?’

Henry fended him off, and asked the name and address of the company. After afew seconds of
deliberation, the manager reached out of sight under the counter, dragged forth alarge notebook. He
opened it, ran afinger down a column of addresses, said, “ Saigon-San Francisco Trading Company, 431
Bessemer Street.”



Henry thanked him and strode out onto the sidewalk. “Taxi!” he cdled into theriver of passing cars, and
afew minutes later was riding toward 431 Bessemer Street. The crimson clutching claw of cold
curiosity . Oh, my.

The Saigon-San Francisco Trading Company was located in acondemned warehouse on the desolate
lower end of Bessemer Street. |n the manufacturing and warehouse section of the city, Bessemer Street
was regarded as the drop-off dead end of the known universe. On Bessemer Street, the lower end was
regarded much the same. Henry had an idea this building was the last rung on the ladder of aversion.
Beyond lay the dark, restlessriver.

Thewindows of the pathetic warehouse were, for the most part, broken and sightless; many were
boarded up. The building itself leaned far out of plumb, dolorous, as though seeking impecunious support
from some degtitute relative on its west Side. Itswest side faced an empty, rat-infested lot.

So, for that matter, did the east, north, and south sides. Dolorous, pathetic, rat-infested.

“A pretty sorry place for an active trading company,” murmured Henry, pulling his coat collar up about
his ears. The wind ricocheting through the darkened warehouse canyons was rock-chilling, thislate at
night. Henry glanced at hiswristwatch. Nearly eleven o' clock. It was the hour when the terminaly
curious talked to themsdlves.

“Um. Probably no one working at thistime, no late shift, but at least | can get an ideaof what the placeis
like, aslong asI’m here”” He mentally kicked himsdlf for taking off in such aflurry of desireto solvethe
riddle of the fortune papers. “| should have waited till reasonable working hours, tomorrow morning. Ah,
well ...

Hewalked across the street, stepping quickly in and out of the smudge of light thrown by alone,
remarkably, unshattered street lamp. Henry glanced nervoudy behind him.

Far off, back the way they had come, he could see the rapidly disappearing taillights of the taxi.

“Why the devil didn’'t | ask him to wait?” Henry had no answer for himself, though one did, in fact, exist:
the mind-clouding power of curiosity. Now hewould have to walk far in thewind, the cold, the dark, to
the nearest hack stand or at least an inhabited thoroughfare.

The building loomed over him. He went up to the front door. Locked solid; stedl bolts welded to the
frame.

“Hmm. Locked up for good.” He glanced at the dirty CONDEMNED sign beside the door. Then he
muttered, “Odd,” with uncertainty, because there were fresh truck tire treadmarks in the mud of the
street. Thetracksled around to the rear of the warehouse. Henry found hisinterest in this problem
mounting. Piqued, piqued, piqued. Deserted, condemned: but till getting deliveries, or pickups?
Curiouser and Curiouser.

He walked around to the rear of the warehouse, following the truck tracks. They stopped besde a
number of square indentationsin the mud. “ Somebody left abunch of crates here”

Helooked around. The rear of the building bulked uglier than the front — if that was possible. All but
one of the windows was boarded, andthat one. . .

Henry redized he waslooking at light streaming through the window, there on the top floor. It was
blanked out for amoment, then came back. Asthough someone had walked in front of it.But that
light’sin the ceiling , Henry thought wildly.l can see the edge of the fixture from here. How can



anyone walk in front of it?

Hiswonderment was cut short by till further signsof activity inthe building. A circular opening in thewall
next to the window — quite dark and obvioudy a pipe-shaft of some sort — was emitting large puffs of
faintly phosphorescent green fog.

“There' s someone up there,” Henry concluded, ever the rocket scientist.

The Urgerosein Henry Leclair once more. The problem thumped and bobbed in hismind. Curiosity,
now atsunami, had utterly overwhelmed even thetiniest atoll of caution and self-preservation. You' re the
one, you say?You' d better believe it because here | come!

He carefully examined the rear of the building. No doors. But afirgt floor window was broken, and the
boards were loose. As quietly as possible, he disengaged the nails' grip on the sill, and prized the boards
off. Dragging two old crates from the dumpster across the aley, Henry stacked them, and climbed into
the building. Curiousis, as curious does. (Did anyone hear a cat being killed?)

It was pitch, night, ebony, lusterless, without qudificationdark inside. Henry held his pipe lighter aoft and
rasped it, letting the flame illuminate the place for afew seconds.

Broken crates, old newspapers, cobwebs, dust. The place looked deserted. But therehad been thelight
from above.

He sought out the elevator. Usdless. He sought out the stairs. Bricked off. He sat down on a packing
crate. Annoyed.

Then the sound of glugging cameto him.

Glug. Glug. And again, glug. Then asort of washed-out, whimpery glug that even Henry could tell wasa
defective: Gluuuuuug!

“Plummis!” sworeavoicein shivering fal setto.

Henry listened for aminute more, but no other sound cameto him. “Oh, that was cursing, dl right,”
murmured Henry to himself. “1 don’t know who' sdoing it, or whereit's coming from, but that’s
unguestionably someone' s equivaent of adamn or hdll!” He began searching for the source of the voice.

Ashe neared one wall, the voice came again. “ Plummis, valts er webbel er webbe er webbel . ..” the
voicetralled off into muttered webbels.

Henry looked up. Therewaslight shining through aragged holein the ceiling, very faintly shining. He
stepped directly under it to assay aclearer view . . .

... and was yanked bodily and immediately up through many such holesin many such cellings, till his
head cameinto violent contact with a burnished metd plate in the calling of the top floor.

“Aaargh!” moaned Henry, crashing to thefloor, clutching hisbanged heed, clutching his crushed hat.

“Serves you qquasper!” the shivering fal setto voice remonstrated. Henry looked around. The room was
filled with strangely-shaped machines resting on metal workbenches. They weredl humming, clicking,
gasping, winking and glugging efficiently. All, that is, but one, that emitted anorma glug then collgpsed
into afit of prolongedgluuuuuuging.

“Plummid” Fasetto curaing: vehemently.



Henry looked around once more. The room was empty. He glanced toward the ceiling. The uniewas
Stting cross-legged in the air, about six inches below the celling.

“You're...” Therest of it got caught somewherein Henry’ sthroat.
“I"'m Eggzaborg. You'd cal meaunieg, if you had theintelligenceto cal me.”
“You're...” Henry tried again.

“I'minvading the Earth,” he said sngppishly. The unie completed the thought for Henry, even though that
was not even remotely what Henry had been thinking.

Henry took a closer look at the unie.

Hewasalittle thing, no more than two feet tal, dmost agnome, with long, knobbly armsand legs, a
pointed head and huge, blue, owl-like eyeswith nictitating eyelids. He had afragile antenna swaying
gently from the center of hisforehead. It ended in afeather. A light-blue feather. Almost robin’s egg blue
, Henry thought inandly.

The uni€’ snose was thin and straight, with tripartite nogtrils, overhanging atight line of mouth, and
bracketed by cherubic, puffy cheeks. He had no eyebrows. His ears were pointed and set very high on
hisskull. Hewas hairless.

The unie wore aform-fitting suit of bright yellow, and pinned to the breast was a monstrous button, half
the Sze of hischest, which quite plainly read:

CONQUEROR.

The unie caught Henry’ s gaze. “ The button. Souvenir. Made it up for myself. Can't help being pompous,
givinginto hubrisoncein awhile.” He said it somewhat sheepishly. “Attractive, though, don't you think?”

Henry closed hiseyesvery tightly, pressing with the hedl's of both hands. He wrinkled his foreheed, letting
his noticeably thick-lensed glasses dide down his nose just abit, to unfocusthe unie. “I am notwell, ” he
sad, matter-of-factly. “Not well a al.”

The shivering falsetto broke into chirping laughter.

“Wel enoughnow !” Eggzaborg chortled. “But just wait three thousand years— just wait!” Henry
opened hisleft eye adit. Eggzaborg wasrolling helplesdy around in the air, clutching aplace on his body
roughly where his abdomen should have been. The unie bumped lightly againgt the celling, besotted with
hisrevery.

A thin shower of plaster fell across Henry’ sface. Hefelt the cool tickle of it on hiseydids and nose. That
plaster , thought Henry,was real. Ergo, this unie must bereal .

Thisisalot like being in trouble.
“Y ou wrote those fortunes?” Henry inquired, holding them up for the unieto see.

“Fortunes?’ The unie spoketo himsdf. “For . . .ohhh! Y ou must mean the mentdity-crushers|’ve been
putting in the cookies!” He rubbed long, thin fingerstogether. “1knew , | say, | justknew they would
produce results” He looked pensive for amoment, then sighed. “ Things have been so dow. I've actudly
wondered once or twiceif I'm really succeeding. Well, more than once or twice, actudly.Actually ,
about ten or twentymillion times Plummis! ”



Helet his shoulders dump, and folded his knobbly handsin his knobbly Iap, looking wistfully at Henry
Leclair. “Poor thing,” he said. (Henry wasn't sureiif the unie meant hisvisitor . . . or himself.)

Henry ignored him for amoment, deciding to unrave this as he had dways unraveled every conundrumin
his search for information: calmly, sequentidly, first thingsfirst. Sncethe unie€ scommentswere bafflingin
thelight of any historical conquests Henry had ever read about, he decided to turn hisimmediate attention
elsawhere before trying to make sense of the nonsensicd. Firg thingsfirgt.

He crawled to hisfeet and unsteadily walked over to the machines. All the while glancing up to keep an
eye on Eggzaborg. The machines hurt hiseyes.

A tube-like apparatus mounted on an octagonal casing was spitting — through an orifice— buttons. The
shape of the machine hurt his eyes. The buttons were of varying sizes, colors, shapes. Shirt buttons, coat
buttons, industrial sealing buttons, watch-cap buttons, canvas tent buttons, exotic-purpose buttons. Many
buttons, all kinds of buttons. Many of them were cracked, or the sides of the thread holeswere
sharpened enough to split the thread. They dl fell into atrough with holes, graded themselves, and
plunged through attached tubes into cartons on the floor. Henry blinked once.

The shape of the second machine hurt Henry’ s eyes; the device seemed to be grinding athin line between
the head and shank of twopenny nails. The smdl buzz-whed ground away while the nall soun, held
between pincers. As soon as an dmost invisible line had been worn on the metd, the nail dropped into a
bucket. Henry blinked twice.

The other machines, whose shapesreally hurt Henry’ s eyes, were performing equdly petty, yet
subversive, procedures. One was al angles and glass sheets, leading to the hole in the wall Henry had
seen from below. It was glugging franticaly. The puffs of glowing green fog were dtill erupting
sporadicdly.

“That onewiltslettuce,” Eggzaborg said, with pride.
“Itwhat 7’
The unielooked shocked. “Y ou don't think lettuce wilts of its own accord, do you?’

“WEél, | never thought about it — that is— food rots, it goes bad of itsown.. . . uh, nature.. . . entropy .
.. doesn't it? Itdoesn’t ? Sureit does, yeah?’

“Poor thing,” the unie repeated, |ooking even more wistful than before. Pity shonein hiseyes. It samost
like taking advantage of avery dow pony.”

Henry felt this was the moment; but since the unie was obvioudy not human, he would have to handle
things carefully. He was dedling with an dien intdllect. Oh, yes, that wasthe long and short of it. Andien
from another place in the universe. An et. sort of cregture. Y es, indeed. He must never forget that.
Probably a highly dangerous dien intellect. He didn’tlook very dangerous. But then, one couldn’t tell with
these dien intellects. One aways has to be on one s toes with these devious, cunning dien intellects,
Orson Welles knew that.

“All right, then,” said Henry, nay, challenged Henry, “so you wilt lettuce. So what? How doesthat aid
you in conquering the Earth?’

“Disorganization,” the unie answered in adeegply sgnificant tone of voice, pointing one ominous stick
finger at Henry. “Disorganization and demoraization! Undercuts you! Unsettles, and unhinges, you!
Makes you teeter, throws you off balance, makes you uncertain about the basic structure of things:



gravity, entropy, cooking times. Strikes at the very fibers of your security! Heh!” He chuckled severa
times more, and folded his hands. Therewas alot of that: folding and unfolding.

Henry began to redize just how dien this alien’ sthought-processesreally were. Though he didn’t
recognize the psychological significance of wilted lettuce, it obvioudy meant something big to the unie.
Big. He marked it down in hismind.

Stll, hedidn’t seem to be getting anywhere meaningful. He decided to try another method to get the unie
totak, toreved dl. “1 don't get this,” Henry said. “1 just don'tbelieve it. Y ou' re just a demented
magician or — or something. Y ou aren’'t what you say at al. By theway,” he added snidely, “just what
thehdlare you?’

The unie legped to hisfeet in the air, bumping his pointed head on the celling. More plaster sifted down.
“Plummis!” cursed thelittle being, massaging his skull. Like the lettuce, his antennahad begun to wilt
noticeably.

Hewasfurious. *Y oudare question the motives, machinations, methodology and . . . and . . .” he groped
for an dliterative word, “ power of Eggzaborg?’ Hisface, normally an off-blue, not unpleasant sky tone,
had dowly turned afierce aquamarine. “Foal, dolt, imbecile, gleckbund, clod, bumpkin, jerk!” The
wordsrolled off histongue, spattered in Henry’ sface. Henry cringed.

He was beginning to think this might not be the most salutary approach.

He became convinced of his miscalculation as hisfeet | eft the floor and he found himsdf hanging
upside-down in the air, vibrating madly, al the pocket-change and keys and bismuth tablets cascading
from his pockets, plonking him on the head as gravity had its way with them. His noticesbly thick-lensed
eyeglassesfindly fel off. Everything became ablur. “S-s-s-stop! P-p-please s-s-s-stop!” Henry begged,
twisting about in the air like a defective mixmaster. “ U-u-u-uggedy-ug-ug!” he ugged as the unie bounced
him, then pile-drove Henry’ s head againgt the floor, numerous times, with numerous painful clunks. His
pipe lighter fell out of hisvest pocket and cracked him under the chin.

Suddenly, it stopped. Henry felt hislegs ungtiffen, and he somersaulted over onto the floor, lying face up,
quite abit the worse for having been uniehandled. He was puffing with agony when the uni€’ s face floated
into whet little was|eft of his blurred range of vison.

“Terribly sorry,” the unie said, looking down. He appeared to be sincerely concerned about his actions.
He picked up Henry’ s glasses and smoothly hooked them back in place on Henry’ shead. “It'sjust a
result of waiting al these years. Six hundred yearswaiting. That'salong time to anticipate, to yearn for
relief on aconquest-shift that, at best, would make anyone edgy. Thisplanet isn't dl that entertaining,
meaning no offense; but you do only have the one moon, the one sun, no flemnall, and amere four
seasons. I'm three hundred and fifty years past due for the usua, standard rotation relief, and | redly
need some. I’'m six hundred yearstotd time on this unimportant tour of duty and, well, I'm fedin’ mighty
low.” Hesghed, bit what little therewas of hislips, and sank into slent glumness.

Henry felt abit of his strength coming back. At least enough to ask afew more questions.
“T-tell methe story, E-Eggzaborg.”

The unie cameto afloating hat above the prostrate Henry Lecdir. “Well . . .” he began, with reluctance
to talk to this cretinous human, “the story issimple. | graduated with honors from Dorvis Lepham. One of
the top phages, of course. Firgt in quatt wunkery, first in padgett, sixteenth in crumbpf, but the professor
had itinfor me...wdl, anyway . ..lamaunie. | wasthusassgnedto— "



Henry cut him off, “What isaunie?’
“Shut up, stop interrupting!”
“But where did you come from?’

The unie purpled again, and Henry fdlt (with growing terror) his body twitch, asthough it were about to
ascend yet again. But it didn’t, and he knew the unie had brought his temper under control. “ Plummis,
man! Let mefinish! Stop your blasphemous interrupting!” Snappish. Very snappish. Probably not a
congenid species, inthemain. Likey did not play well with other species.

Henry quickly motioned him to continue, caming him with the same movement.

Eggzaborg huffed, then resumed. “ Space, moron. Space. Out there.” He pointed. Generaly in the
direction of some space. Notall space, but at |eastsome space. “| came from space. Now don't interrupt
— | come from out there where you have no ideaa place exigts. Both in space, and inbetween layers of
space. Interstitial expanses. Voluminous voids. | am here because— | am here because — well,
plummis, fellow, I’'m heretoconquer !” He vacillated his antennahelplesdy, at alossto embellish the
explanation.

“But why?

“WhyWhy? How obstinately ignorant can you be? Haven't | told you:I’ma unie! What does that make
you think of 7’

“Fried shrimp,” replied Henry.

“Oooooh!” The unie hurtled about the room, bardly missing collisonswith walls and machines. “The
impertinence! That' s one of the reasons I’ ve stayed so well hidden! | can't stand the stupidity of you
people! Rude! Y ou' re unconscionably rude! Probably the most insulting, rude, boorish speciesin this

gaaxy, possibly the entire expanding universe! When you think of unie you just naturaly think of conquest
!H

“| do?’ asked Henry, till not quite convinced.

The unie subsided into muted sulfurous cursing.

Henry decided to try flattery. “ Y ou speak English very well.”
“Why shouldn’t 17" sngpped the unie. “linvented it!”

That quieted Henry again. He wasn't quite sure for amoment whether he was lying on floor or celling.
“And French? Did you invent French, too? What about Tagalog and Aramaic? Basqueisnice. I've
always wondered about Basque. So: Basque, too?’

The unielooked genuindy bewildered for amoment, then tried again, looking a Henry with piercing
eyes, daring him to interrupt. “I was graduated in alarge class. There was much talk that year (though we
don’t judge by your years, of course) (we don't even cdl them years) (infact, ‘years isan ugly word,
and sounds like pure gibberish if you say it over and over) (years yearsyears years years years, years
yearsyears, see what I’ m pointing out here) as| was saying, there was much talk of the coming Flib.
Though | thought it was superfluous exhdations, | wasworried by the rapidity with which my classmates
were being sent out.” He shivered fearfully, and mumbled, “TheHib . . . oh.” Hetrembled again, then
resumed. “Whenmy placket was oiled, and | knew| wasto go out, al other thoughts fled from my head.



“Now, I’ ve been here three hundred and fifty yearslonger than my shift, six hundred yearstotd, Sx
hundred years, and | can’t contact the Lephamaster. The Flib haslikely aready vastened longitudinally.
It'snot that I'm exactly frightened,” he hastened to add, “it’sjust that I'm alittle, well,worried , and I'd
likeadrink of yerbl. Oh yes” and helooked wistful, “just amelkh of pae, thick, moist yerbl.”

“If you' ve been here six hundred years,” asked Henry, beginning to riseto astting postion, “why haven't
you conquered us dready?’

The unielooked at him strangdly. “Who ever heard of conquering in less than four thousand years? It
wouldn’t be ethical. We re talking ethics here, you barbarian.” He pouted and shined his button with a
forearm.

Henry decided to risk another edgy question: “But how can writing cookie fortunes and wilting | ettuce
conquer us?’

“Thatisn'tall | do,” responded the unie. “Why, | make people smile (that’ svery important), and | rust
water pipes, and | make pig’ stailscurl, and | cure colds, and | make shinglesfall off roofs, and | stop
wars, and | dirty white shoes, and | — ” He seemed intending to continue for sometime, but Henry,
confused, stopped him.

“Excuse my interruption,” he said, “but | don’t understand. There' s probably apoint I’ ve missed. What's
theoverdlplan 7’

The unie threw up his hands in exasperation, and Henry noticed for the first time that the dien had only
four fingers on each.

“That ‘plan’ asyou so casudly dismissit, you meat-plug, has been deployed for millennia, by the unies”
thelittle being said, “and no one has understood it but the top Lephamasters. How the blazes do you
expectme to explain anything as complicated asthat to a buffoon likeyou ? That plan was formulated to
handle four thousand years of exigencies, and you want arundown in foursentences ! Utter imbecilel”

“Y ou’ ve been here six hundred years,” murmured Henry in awe.
“Yes. Rather clever theway I’ ve kept out of sight, don’t you think?’

“Oh, | don’'t know,” Henry felt aspark of belligerence burning. All the damming and jouncing and
bouncing had finaly overcome even hisinsatiable curiosity, and he was now more than dightly cheesed
off. “I'll bet you' rethe basisfor dl those dumb legends about gnomes and gremlins and poltergeists, and
flying saucers, too. Not such aterrific job if you ask me. Not to mention that your, what' s his name, your
Lephamaster seemsto have forgotten you even exist!”

Eggzaborg spread his handsin unhappiness. “ There are bound to betiny dip-upsin six hundred years.
Particularly with the defective screens on those,” he cursed in an dien tongue, “ raw-materia trucks| use.
They're very old now, pretty worn, and every once in awhile some snoopy human will see one coming

or going.”

Henry redlized hewas, in fact, referring to UFOs, to flying saucers. Then, what the unie had said aminute
before suddenly sank through to Henry’ s conscious.“ You say you stop wars?” Amazement rang in his
voice.

“Certainly. How ese can | conquer you? If you keep killing each other off, what' Il beleft for meto
conquer?’ Helooked at Henry appedlingly. “I do wish you'd cease all that shooting and stabbing and
blowing-up nonsense.”



Any would-be tyrants Henry had ever read about had alwaysencouraged inner strife. The unie seemed
to have hiswires crossed. “ Are you sure you' re supposed tostop wars?’

“Cartainly!”

Henry findly decided it was the reverse-thinking of the strange alien intellect. He couldn’t fathom the
rationale, but it certainly seemed like agood dedl for humanity.

“What are those button and nail machines over there doing?’

“Those areimplement-cripplers,” the unie said, with ill-concedled pride. “Have you ever sopped to
wonder why you still use buttons, rather than — for instance — clasps, clamps, zippers, Velcro, seams
and other much better contrivances? The button is easily log, losesits center when sent through the
laundry, breaks threads, isn't very attractive, and is difficult to open and close. Ever wonder why you il
usethem?’ Hedidn't wait for Henry to answer. “Because | keep sifting supplies of them into stores, and
they haveto sal them, and that creates more of ademand.

“And thereis, of course, the constant mindwashing of my 24-hour-a-day Coercive Brain Ray. That helps
alot”

Henry said, “Buttons. Insdious, no doubt about it. And the * nail crippler’ machine over there?

“Thenailsaretreated so they goin at angles. Y ou ever see anyone who could hit ten consecutive nails
sraight into a piece of wood? They dant, they bend, they bresk! That’swhat my sweet little machine
over there does! Don't you just love it? The other machine, the trapezoidal one, hel ps keep the birthrate
up, to offset the degth-rate in your wars.” He looked at Henry sternly. “1t puts pin-sized holesin pro—"

Henry blanched, cut him off quickly. “ Er — that’ sal right; | understand. But what about those fortune
cookies? Why the weird messages?’

“Demordization. See how they botheredyou ? Just think of amillion people opening fortune cookies and
finding the message,No way , ingde! They find amessage, Forget about it, orit’slost, you'll never find
it. What do you think happensto their frame of mind, their self-confidence, theirjoie de vivre ? They
don’t know it, but it unnerves them for the rest of the week, throws them off-baance, to find afortune
cookiefortune, and dl it says, enigmaticaly, maddeningly, is* Tuesday!”

“Dothey dl say ‘ Tuesday’ ?’

“The dated ones do. That’ sthe only day I’ m sure there will be no ominous omens of aFlib.” He
shuddered. Henry didn’'t know what Flib was, but the unie certainly seemed to be bothered, even
terrified, of it. “Oh, I’'mso pleased they’ re getting results! | think 1’1l step up production.”

Hewaked down the air to aflat, multi-snake-armed machine, and punched atip at oneend. The
machine began towonkle .

Wonkle, wonkle, wonkle.* Plummis!” Eggzaborg swore, dealing the machineaviciouskick. The
machine wonkled once more in agony, then began winkling. Winkle, winkle, winkle,

Eggzaborg looked relieved. “ Y ou' d think even this refurbished equipment would hold up better. It sonly
about athousand years old. Wedon't judge in years, of course,” he reminded Henry again. “No years.
WE re notfrom here, remember?’

“Why are you bothering to tell medl this?” asked Henry. 1 should think you’ d haveto keep dl this
secret . .. or getrid of me.” Suddenly Henry was very much more frightened. “ Are you going to kill me.



..and...recyclemy mortal flesh?”

The unie settled back in its cross-legged crouch. “ Are you nuts?Kill you?? 1 won'tbe herein another ten
minutes, and you' || never find me again. Besides, who' d believe you if you told them what you’ d seen?

Y ou people are such moles.” He began to laugh. High, thin, squeaky. It rasped on Henry’ s nerves. “Kill
you. Recycleyou. Oh, that’ srich! What ultra stupegoids you humans be!”

Henry lost histemper with flashing poor judgment. “You, Sir,” he began, from alifetime of practicing the
amenities, “areacharlatan and an egotisticd . . .”

He never finished the epithet. Suddenly every coinin his pockets— every coin that wasleft from his
previous jouncing — became screeching hot; every hair in every pore developed alife of itsown,
writhing and twisting, wrenching his skin over every inch of his agonized body; the soles of his shoes
became peanut butter; his nose began to run; his pen leaked through his shirt. All at once.

Then he was turned upside-down, downside-up in the air yet again, and began to experience aternate
hot and cold waves of ssomach-convulsing nausea.

“Y ou know something,” the unie said, quietly, “if | didn’t want to conquer you wretched gobbets so
much, I'd— I'dkill thelot of you. You'rean arrogant . . .human being !” He said the last, much as
Henry would have said “leper,” or “dog catcher,” or “televangdig.”

“Now scram, you nosey, rude smian! And just wait three thousand years! Just you wait —you'll see !”

Aningant later, Henry found himself in an gpartment at 6991 Perry Avenue, 5th Foor, sharing a bathtub
with avery small naked child and her three plastic ducks. He sputtered severd times, quacked oncein
hopes it might distract someone enough so they would not notice he wasn't aduck, clambered dripping
from the tub, and was shortly thereafter taken into police custody, read hisrights, casualy but thoroughly
bludgeoned, dragged down five flights of tenement stairs, and eventudly transported to Incarceration
Idand. Not curioudy, Henry was no longer curious.

The cell was drafty, and Henry was certain he was coming down with abesstly case of intestina flu. His
cdllmate was ignoring him, while picking between his naked toes and eating what he discovered there.
Henry wasill, he was nauseated, and he was gtill confused by the entire escapade. Nonetheless, he was
desperately trying to cling to the impression that things were better than most people thought. (Some jobs
are smply not worth the effort.)

Y et somehow, either because the unie had been sent out by the L ephamaster too quickly, or because
there had been aglitch in the system and his people had forgotten he was here, or because this poor
Earth had been an insignificant operation to begin with, or because he had gone mad having been | eft here
too long, or perhaps, patheticaly, the unie had been contaminated by human contact, or maybe, smply,
just because of the normal dien viewpoint, humanity was getting Help From Outside. And Henry smiled.

Curioudy, Henry was suddenly less troubled by his circumstance than common sense and pragmatism
would have decreed. Y es, he had been through a physicaly unpleasant and unbelievable experience, one
he could not convey to another human being lest he be put in a soft room dressed in clothing with deeves
too long for hisarms. Yes, hewasinjal waiting arraignment on a plethora of chargesthat onlybegan
with mord turpitude. And, yes, he was probably coming down with intestind flu, not to mention that the
goon across from him had started exploring elsawhere on his person for edibles. But . . .

Hislifelong curiosity, which had gotten him into thiswretched Situation, had been well and truly cured;
and it had been exchanged for something no one else on Earth possessed.



Something more valuable than freedom or sanity or the right to vote, which he would probably loseif
convicted.

Every human being on the planet, whether abarrio child in LaPaz or amultimillionairein Lucerne,
whether anigloo-dwelling Aleut or an iconoclastic Algerian, no matter old or young, mae or female, rich
or poor,everyone lived with some measure of terror about the future, some lesser or greater trepidation
about war, the Bomb, globa warming, meteors from space, crime in the streets, the pollution of the gene
pool, the endless inhumanity of the human race toward itsdlf.

Everyone harbored the fear of tomorrow.
But not Henry.
Henry wasin on the secret.

Henry’ s curiosity had taken him to the source of the revelation that we were dl going to do just fine, that
there was ademented, al screwed-up, backward-thinking aien creature named Eggzaborg who, under
the misconception that he was laying the groundwork for dien invasion, was actually looking out for the
human race and this pitiful planet . . . at least for the next three thousand-plus years.

For the next three thousand-plus years nothing terminaly awful could happen. The Fib, whatever horror
that was, held fear for the unie, but probably was so dien it would have no effect on the human race.

Henry wasin clover. One day he’' d be out of jail. One day he' d be back intheworld. And he'd bethe
happiest guy on the planet, because he wasthe only guy, theonly guy . . . whoknew !

His ruminations were cut short by the rumbling of his stomach. An hour earlier theinmates of cell block 4
had marched lockstep to lunch, and even though Henry had smiled at the scrap of wilted lettuce on his
plate, he couldn’t eat what had been doled out; he was till hungry.

Pretty miserable meal , he mused. Then the remembrance of the third fortune cookie in his pocket made
him smile. Dessert! The guards had left it in his jacket pocket — clearly no “ escape potential,” any more
than a stick of gum — when they had searched him and taken his belt and glasses and shodlaces and
persona possessions.

Hefished it out. It was till soggy from the bathwater in Apartment 5-C at 6991 Perry Avenue, but itwas
edible.

He pulled at the fortune. It came loose and heread it, choking on adice of air. He remembered what the
unie had said about the Hib. The fortune didn’t say Tuesday . Horribly, ominoudly, it said:

Wednesday .

SENSIBLE CITY

The lesson hereis pretty much like the lesson in the previous story, except it's stated differently. So don't
give meahard time; sometimes| have to write apiece of philosophy half adozen different ways, just till
my weary brain getsthe message. Let us not forget that | was getting into trouble even worse than yours,
years before you came out of yo momma, squedin’ an’ pukin’, which makes me dumber than you, earlier
than you. And it takesme awhileto catch on. But onething | know for certain: when | go to what my
wife charmingly refersto asa*face-sucking alien” movie, and some actor we ve cometo likealot
ventures off my himself, or hersdlf, into that dark room or down those basement stairsor, the way Harry
Dean Stanton got offed inAlien , wandering into the storage bay with the water dripping down those




clanking ceiling chains, and we justknow the acid-drooling aien is out there somewhere, and he' sjust
wandering around like adoofusin a Pauly Shoreflick . . . wel, | don’t know aboutyou , but I'm shouting
at thetop of my lungsin the theater, GET THE HELL OUTTA THERE!!! And even if he hadn’t read the
script, he should know from the cregpy music and thepro forma pre-butchery scare of acat jumping out
of nowhere that within two besats there’ s going to be ablade a histhroat, afang at his ear, a power
mower going for hiswazoo. It'sa convention of scarey movies. So | got thisideafor astory, inwhich the
protagonist (1 won't call him ahero, because he' sacreep) is aware of thistime-weathered convention,
and will not, absolutdywill not go into the equivaent of “the dark room.” Wherein liesthelesson to be
learend here. Curiosity killsblah blah blah. More than that, though, the lesson is; what you do isgonna
catch up with you, kid, no matter how far or fast your run, what you have done will dways circle around
behind you, get ahead of you, and power mow you in the wazoo.

During the third week of thetria, sworn under oath, one of the Interna Affairs guysthe DA’s office had
planted undercover in Gropp' sfacility attempted to describe how terrifying Gropp’ s smilewas. ThelA
guy stammered some; and there seemed to be a singular absence of color in hisface; but hetried
vaiantly, not being a poet or one given to colorful speech. And after some prodding by the Prosecutor,
hesad:

“Y ou ever, y’ know, when you brush your teeth . . . how when you' re done, and you' ve spit out the
toothpaste and the water, and you pull back your lipsto look at your teeth, to seeif they’re whiter, and
likethat . . . you know how you tighten up your jawsred good, and make that kind of death-grin smile
that pullsyour lips back, with your teeth lined up clenched in the front of your mouth . . . you know what
| mean...wdl...

Sequestered that night in adowntown hotel, each of the twelve jurors stared into a medicine cabinet
mirror and skinned back a pair of lips, and tightened neck musclestill the cords stood out, and clenched
teeth, and stared at aface grotesquely contorted. Twelve men and women then superimposed over the
mirror reflection the face of the Defendant they’ d been staring at for three weeks and approximated the
smilethey hadnot seen on Gropp' sface dl that time.

And in that moment of phantom face over reflection face, Gropp was convicted.

Police Lieutenant W. R. Gropp. Rhymed withcrop . The meat-man who ruled acivic smudge called the
Internment Facility when it waslisted on the City Council’ s budget every year. Internment Facility:
dripping wet, cold iron, urine smell mixed with sour liquor swested through dirty skin, men and women
crying in the night. A stockade, a prison camp, stalag, ghetto, torture chamber, charnel house, abattoir,
duchy, fiefdom, Army co-op mess hal ruled by anecklessthug.

Thelagt of the thirty-seven inmate dumni who had been supoenaed to testify recollected, “ Gropp's
favorite thing wasto take somefool outta his cell, get him nekkid to the skin, then do thisrolling thing
thim”

When pressed, the former tenant of Gropp's hostelry — not afelon, merely a steamfitter who had had a
bit too much to drink and picked up for himsdlf aten-day Internment Facility resdency for D D —
explained that this*“rolling thing” entailed “ Gropp wrappin’ hisbig, hairy sausage arm aroun’ theguy’s
neck, see, and then he’ droll him across the bars, red hard and fast. Bangin' the guy’ shead likea
roulette ball around the whed. Clank clank, likethat. Usud, it'd knock the guy flat out cold, his head
clankin’ across the bars and spaces between, wham wham wham like that. See his eyes go up outta
sght, dl white; but Gropp, he' d hang on with that sausage aroun’ the guy’ s neck, whammin’ and bangin’
him and takin’ some goddam kinda pleasure mentionin” how much bigger this crimina bastard was than



he was. Y eah, fer sure. That was Gropp’ sfav'rite part, that he always pulled out some poor nekkid
sonofabitch wastwice hissize,

“That’s how four of these guys he’ saccused of doin’, that’ s how they croaked. With Gropp’s sausage
"round the neck. | kept my mouth shut; I’ m lucky to get outta therein one piece.”

Frightening testimony, last of thirty-seven. But as superfluous as festhers on an eggplant. From the
moment of superimposition of phantom face over reflection face, Police Lieutenant W. R. Gropp was on
greased railsto spend hisdeclining yearsfor Brutaity While Under Color of Service— aserious offense
— inamaxi-gdleria stuffed chockablock with felonswhose spiritua brethren he had maimed, crushed,
debased, blinded, butchered, and killed.

Similarly destined was Gropp' s gigantic Magog, Deputy Sergeant Michad “Mickey” Rizzo, dl three
hundred and forty pounds of him; brainless malevolence stacked six feet four inches high in his sted-toed,
highly polished service boots. Mickey had only been indicated on seventy counts, as opposed to

Gropp' seighty-four ironclad atrocities. But if he managed to avoid Sentence of Lethal Injection for
having crushed men'’ s heads underfoot, he would certainly go to the maxi-gdleriamal of felonious
behavior for therest of hissmianlife.

Mickey head, after dl, pulled aguy up againgt the insde of the bars and kept bouncing him till he ripped
the left arm loose from its socket, ripped it off, and later dropped it on the mess hall steam table just
before dinner assembly.

Squat, bullet-headed troll, Lieutenant W. R. Gropp, and the mindless killing machine, Mickey Rizzo. On
greased ralls.

So they jumped bail together, during the second hour of jury deliberation.

Why wait? Gropp could see which way it was going, even counting on Blue Loyadlty. The city was putting
the abyss between the Dept., and him and Mickey. So, why wait? Gropp was asensible guy, very
pragmatic, no bullshit. So they jumped bail together, having made arrangements weeks before, as any
sengble felon keen to flee would have done.

Gropp knew achop shop that owed him afavor. There was athroaty and hemi-speedy, immaculately
registered, four-year-old Firebird just Stting in abay on thefifth floor of aseemingly abandoned garment
factory, two blocks from the courthouse.

And just to lock the barn door after the horse, or in this case the Pontiac, had been stolen, Gropp had
Mickey toss the chop shop guy down the elevator shaft of the factory. It was the sensible thing to do.
After dl, the guy’ s neckwas broken.

By thetimethe jury camein, later that night, Lieut. W. R. Gropp was out of the State and somewhere
near Boise. Two days later, having taken circuitous routes, the Firebird was on the other sde of both the
Snake River and the Rockies, between Rock Springs and Laramie. Three days after that, having driven
inlarge circles, having laid over in Cheyennefor dinner and amovie, Gropp and Mickey werein
Nebraska

Wheat ran to the sun, blue storms bellowed up from horizons, and heat trembled on the edge of each
leaf. Crows dtirred insgdefidds, lifted above shattered surfaces of grain and flapped into sky. That'swhat
it looked like: the words came from a poem.

They were smack in the middle of the Plains state, above Grand Idand, below Norfolk, somewhere out
inthe middle of nowhere, just tooling dong, leaving no trail, deciding to go that way to Canada, or the



other way to Mexico. Gropp had heard there were business opportunitiesin Mazatlan.

It was aweek after the jury had been denied the pleasure of seeing Gropp'sface asthey said, “ Stick the
needlein the brutal sonofabitch. Fill the barrd with avery good brand of weed-killer, stick the needlein
the bruta sonofabitch’s chest, and dam home the plunger. Guilty, your honor, guilty on charges one
through eighty-four. Give'im the weed-killer and let’ swatch the fat scum-bag do hisdancel” A week of
swift and leisurely driving here and there, doubling back and skimming along eedlly.

And somehow, earlier this evening, Mickey had missed aturnoff, and now they were on astretch of
superhighway that didn’t seem to have any important exits. There were little towns now and then, the
lights twinkling off in the mid-distance, but if they were within miles of amgor metropalis, the map didn’t
givethem clues asto where they might be.

“Y ou took awrong turn.”

“Yegh, huh?’

“Y eah,exactly huh. Keep your eyes on the road.”

“I’m sorry, Looten'nt.”

“No. Not Lieutenant. | told you.”

“Oh, yeah, right. Sorry, Mr. Gropp.”

“Not Gropp. Jensen. MisterJensen . Y ou' realso Jensen; my kid brother. Y our nameis Danidl.”
“I got it, | remember: Harold and Daniel Jensenisus. You know what I’ d like?’

“No, what would you like?’

“A box’aGrape-Nuts. | could have’em herein the car, and when | got amite peckish | could just dip
my handinan’ haveamouthful. I'd likethat.”

“Keep your eyes on theroad.”
“So whaddyathink?’
“About what?’

“About maybe | swing off next time and we go into one athese little towns and maybe a 7-Eleven’ll be
open, and | can get abox’ a Grape-Nuts? We |l need some gas after awhile, too. Seethelittle arrow
there?’

“I seeit. We ve dill got haf atank. Keep driving.”

Mickey pouted. Gropp paid no attention. There were drawbacks to forced traveling companionship. But
there were many culs-de-sac and landfills between this stretch of dark turnpike and New Brunswick,
Canada, or Mazatlan, state of Sinaloa.

“What isthis, the southwest?” Gropp asked, looking out the side window into utter darkness. “The
Midwest? What?’

Mickey looked around, too. “1 dunno. Pretty out here, though. Real quiet and pretty.”



“It' spitch dark.”

“Yegh, huh?’

“Just drive, for godsake. Pretty. Jeezus!”

They rodein silence for another twenty-seven miles, then Mickey said, “1 gottago take apiss.”

Gropp exhaded mightily. Where were the culs-de-sac, where were the landfills? “ Okay. Next town of any
Sze, we can take the exit and seeif there' s decent accommodations. Y ou can get abox of Grape-Nuts
and usethetoailet; | can have acup of coffee and study the map in better light. Does that sound like a
goodidea, toyou. .. Danid?’

“Yes, Harold. See, | remembered!”
“Theworld isafine place”

They drove for another sixteen miles and came nowherein sight of athruway exit sgn. But the green
glow had begun to creep up from the horizon.

“What the hdll isthat?” Gropp asked, running down his power window. “Isthat some kind of aforest
fire, or something? What' s that 1ook like to you?”

“Likegreeninthe sky.”

“Have you ever thought how lucky you are that your mother abandoned you, Mickey?’ Gropp said
wedrily. “Becauseif she hadn’t, and if they hadn’t brought you to the county jall for temporary housing till
they could put you in afoster home, and | hadn’t taken an interest in you, and hadn’t arranged for you to
live with the Rizzos, and hadn’t let you work around the lockup, and hadn’t made you my deputy, do you
have any ideawhere you' d be today?’ He paused for amoment, waiting for an answer, redlized the
entire thing was rhetorica — not to mention pointless— and said, “Yes, it sgreeninthe sky, pd, but it's
aso something odd. Have you ever seen ‘greeninthe sky’ before? Anywhere? Any time?’

“No, | guess| haven't.”
Gropp sighed, and closed hiseyes.

They drovein silence another nineteen miles, and the green miasmain the air had enveloped them. It hung
above and around them like seafog, chill and with tiny droplets of moisture that Mickey fanned away
with the windshield wipers. It made the landscape on either side of the superhighway faintly visible,
cutting the impenetrable darkness, but it also induced awavering, ghostly quality to theterrain.

Gropp turned on the map light in the dome of the Firebird, and studied the map of Nebraska. He
murmured, “1 haven't got arat’ s-fang of any ideawherethe hdl weare ! Thereisn't even afreeway like
this some helluvawrong turn’way back there, pa!” Dome light out.

“I’'msorry, Loo-Harold . . .”

A large reflective advisement marker, green and white, came up on their right. It said:FOOD GAS
LODGING 10MILES.

Thenextdgnsad:EXIT 7MILES.
Thenext 9gnsaid:OBEDIENCE 3MILES.



Gropp turned the map light on again. He studied the venue. * Obedience? What the hell kind of
‘obedience ? There s nothing like thatanywhere . What isthis, an old map? Where did you get this

mep?’

“Gasdation.”

“Where?’

“I dunno. Back along ways. That place we stopped with the root beer stand next to it.”

Gropp shook hishead, bit hislip, murmured nothing in particular. “Obedience,” he said. “Y eah, huh?’

They began to see the town off to their right before they hit the exit turnoff. Gropp swalowed hard and
made a sound that caused Mickey to look over at him. Gropp's eyes were large, and Mickey could see
the whites.

“What’' sameatter, Loo . . . Harold?’
“Y ou see that town out there?” Hisvoice wastrembling.
Mickey looked to hisright. Yeah, he saw it. Horrible.

Many years ago, when Gropp was briefly a college student, he had taken awarm-body coursein Art
Appreciation. One oh one, it was, something basic and easy to ace, a snap, al you had to do was show
up. Everything you wanted to know about Art from aborigina cave drawingsto Diego Rivera. One of the
paintings that had been flashed on the big screen for the class, adeepy 8:00A.M. class, had beenThe
Nymph Echo by Max Erngt. A green and smoldering painting of an ancient ruin overgrown with writhing
plants that seemed to have eyes and purpose and amaevolently jolly life of their own, asthey swarmed
and dithered and overran the stone vaults and dtars of the twisted, disturbingly resonant sepulcher. Like
a sebaceous cyst, something corrupt lay beneath the emerald fronds and hungry black soil.

Mickey looked to hisright at thetown. Y eah, he saw it. Horrible.
“Kegp driving!” Gropp yelled as his partner-in-flight started to dow for the exit ramp.

Mickey heard, but his reflexes were dow. They continued to drift to the right, toward therisng egress
lane. Gropp reached across and jerked the whedl hard to the left. “I said:keep driving !”

The Firebird dewed, but Mickey got it back under control in amoment, and in another moment they
were abaft the ramp, then past it, and speeding away from the nightmarish site beyond and dightly below
the superhighway. Gropp stared mesmerized as they swept past. He could see buildings that leaned at
obscene angles, the green fog that rolled through the haunted streets, the shadowy forms of misshapen
thingsthat skulked a every dark opening.

“That was areal scary-lookin' place, Looten. . . Harold. | don’t think I’ d of wanted to go down there
even for the Grape-Nuts. But maybeif we' d'vegonered fast...”

Gropp twisted in the seat toward Mickey as much as his muscle-fat body would permit. “Listen to me.
Thereisthistradition, in horror movies, in mysteries, in tv shows, that people are dways going into
haunted houses, into graveyards, into battle zones, like assholes, like stoneidiots! Y ou know what I'm
talking about here? Do you?’

Mickey sdd, “Uh.. "



“All right, let me give you an example. Remember we went to see that movieAlien ? Remember how
scared you were?’

Mickey bobbled his head rapidly, hiseyeswidened in frightened memory.

“Okay. So now, you remember that part where the guy who was a mechanic, the guy with the baseball
cap, he goes of f looking for acat or some damn thing? Remember? He left everyone else, and he
wandered off by himsdlf. And he went into that big cargo hold with the water dripping on him, and al
those chains hanging down, and shadows everywhere.. . .do you recall that? ”

Mickey' s eyes were chaky potholes. He remembered, oh yes; he remembered clutching Gropp's jacket
deevetill Gropp had been compelled to dap hishand away.

“And you remember what happened in the movie? In the theater? Y ou remember everybody yelling,
‘Don’'t go in there, you asshole! Thething'sin there, you moron! Don’'t go in there!l” But, remember, he
did , and the thing came up behind him, al those teeth, and it bit his supid head off! Remember that?’

Mickey hunched over thewhed, driving fast.

“Wadll, that’ sthe way people are. They ain’'t sensible! They go into placeslike that, you can see are degth
places, and they get chewed up or the blood sucked outta their necks or used for kindling . . . but I'm no
moron, I’'m asengble guy and | got the brains my mama gave me, and | don’t gonear placeslike that.
So drive like a sonofabitch, and get us outta here, and we'll get your damned Grape-Nutsin Idaho or
somewhere. . . if we ever get off thisroad . . .”

Mickey murmured, “I’m sorry, Lieuten' nt. | took awrong turn or somethin’.”
“Y eah, yeah. Just keep driv — " The car was dowing.

It was afrozen moment. Gropp exultant, no fool he, to avoid the cliché, to stay out of that haunted house,
that ominous dark closet, that damned place. Let idiot others venture off the freeway, into the town that
contained the basement entrance to Hell, or whatever. Not he, not Gropp!

He' d outsmarted the obvious.
In that frozen moment.
Asthe car dowed. Sowed, in the poisonous green mist.

And on ther right, the obscendy frightening town of Obedience, that they had left in their dust five
minutes before, was coming up again on the superhighway.

“Did you take another turnoff?’
“Uh...no,l...uh, | beenjust drivingfast...”
Thedgnread:NEXT RIGHT 50 YDS OBEDIENCE .

The car was dowing. Gropp craned his neckless neck to get a proper perspective on the fuel gauge. He
was apragmatic kind of aguy, no nonsense, and very practical; but they were out of gas.

The Firebird dowed and dowed and finaly rolled to a stop.

In the rearview mirror Gropp saw the green fog rolling up thicker onto the roadway; and emerging over
the berm, in ajostling, davering horde, clacking and drooling, dropping decayed body parts and leaving



glistening trails of worm ooze asthey dragged their deformed pulpy bodies across the blacktop, their
snake-dit eyes gleaming green and ydlow in the mit, the residents of Obedience clawed and dithered
and crimped toward the car.

It was common sense any Better Business Bureau would have applauded: if the tourist trade won't come
to your town, take your town to the tourists. Particularly if the freeway has forced commerce to pass you
by. Particularly if your town needs fresh blood to prosper. Particularly if you have the civic need to share.

Green fog shrouded the Pontiac and the peculiar sounds that came from within. Don't go into that dark
room isasengble attitude. Particularly if oneisasengble guy, in asengble city.

LIFE HUTCH

Okay. So not everyone who puts youinto the sh-t is an enemy; and not everyone who pulls youout of
the sh-tisafriend. So, okay; you got that. Now let me give you the troublemaker lesson that has made
me the Golden Icon you see before you. The point of the story you’ re about to read isthat even when
they tell you “it can’t be fixed, you got to buy anew one, amore expensive one, the latest modd,” they
are jacking you around. Even when they tell you “it can’t be done, it’ s never been done, nobody’ s ever
doneit that way,” dl they’ re reveding about themselvesisthat they are limited, minimally-talented, inept,
lazy to the point where they’ll let the job walk out the door then have to stretch their imagination to figure
out away the jobcan be done, and they are not people you should be dealing with, because they can’t
solve theirown problems, much lessyours. Theworld isfull of dullards. Sad, sorry little ribbon clerks
who fear taking responsibility for theirown lives, so how the hell can you expect them to be brave or
smart enough to take on a problem that emanates fromyour life? They cannot pull you out of the sh-t.
They can only put you further into it. They just aren’t very smart. The lesson hereis the same lesson you
findinall Art, whether book or story or movie or oil painting or classical symphony or great sculpture. (I
cannot suggest that hip-hop or rap contain this message, because they’re too illiterate or loud or just bad
street doggerd, but that’ smy hang-up, so giveit apass, because | don't suggest you should agree with
me, or even like me, because I’ m too smart to give adamn if you think I’'m kewl or not, ‘ cause we
aready got your money for thisbook.) What it isthatall Art saysisthis PAY ATTENTION. That'sit.
Nothing more profound or hard to understand. Pay attention. And if you do, just like the guy in thisstory,
you will discover that there are many waysto solve a problem that most other, timid ribbon clerks will
never pull down. The lesson of this story — and this book entire— isthat you can never know enough,
you can never betoo smart, and you need to figure out the way the world works without believing that
every rule you' ve been told isimmutable— it can’t be done, no on€’ s ever doneit, etcetera— just
becuase some limited potatobrain believesit. Theworld isyours, go get it.

Terrence did hisright hand, the one out of sight of the robot, up his side. The razoring pain of the three
broken ribs caused his eyes to widen momentarily in pain. Then he recovered himsdf and closed them till
he was studying the machine through narrow dlits.

If the eyeballs click, I’'m dead, thought Terrence.

Theintricate murmurings of the life hutch around him brought back theimmediacy of hisstuation. His
eyes again fastened on the medicine cabinet clamped to the wal next to the robot’ s duty-niche.

Cliché. So near yet so far. It could be all the way back on Antares-Base for all the good it’s doing
me, he thought, and a crazy laugh rang through hishead. He caught himsdlf just intime.Easy! Three days
isa nightmare, but cracking up will only make it end sooner. That wasthe last thing he wanted. But



it couldn’t go on much longer.

Heflexed thefingers of hisright hand. It wasal hecould move. Silently he damned the technician who
had passed the robot through. Or the politician who had |et inferior robots get placed in the life hutches
s0 he could get arake-off from the government contract. Or the repairman who hadn’t bothered
checking closdly hislast time around. All of them; he damned them all.

They deservedit.
Hewasdying.

His death had started before he had reached the life hutch. Terrence had begun to die when he had gone
into the bettle.

Helet hiseyes close completely, let the sounds of the life hutch fade from around him. Sowly, the sound
of the coolants hush-hushing through the wall-pipes, the relay machines feeding their messages without
pause from al over the gdaxy, the whirring of the antenna’ s standard, turning in its socket atop the
bubble, dowly they melted into silence. He had resorted to blocking himself off from redlity many times
during the past three days. It was ether that or existing with the robot watching, and eventualy he would
have had to move. To movewasto die. It wasthat smple.

He closed his earsto the whisperings of the life hutch; he listened to the whisperings within himself.
“Good God! There must beamillion of them!”
It was the voice of the squadron leader, Resnick, ringing in his suit intercom.

“What kind of battle formation isthat supposed to be?’ came another voice. Terrence looked at the
radar screen, at the flickering dots sgnifying Kyben ships.

“Who can tell with those toadstool-shaped ships of theirs,” Resnick answered. “ But remember, the
whole front umbrella-part is studded with cannon, and it has ahdlluvarange of fire. Okay, watch
yourselves, good luck — and give’em Hdll!”

The fleet dove straight for the Kyben armada.

To hismind came the sounds of war, acrossthe gulf of space. It was all imagination; in that tomb there
was no sound. Y et he could clearly detect the hiss of his scout’ s blaster asit poured beam after beam
into the lead ship of the Kyben fleet.

His sniper-class scout had been near the point of that deadly Terran phalanx, driving like awedge &t the
aien ships, converging on them in loose battle-formation. It wasthen it had happened.

One moment he had been heading into the middle of the battle, the left flank of the giant Kyben
dreadnaught turning crimson under theimpact of hisfirepower.

The next moment, he had skittered out of the formation which had dowed to let the Kyben craft
overshoot, while the Earthmen decelerated to pick up maneuverability.

He had gone on at the old level and velocity, directly into the forward guns of atoadstool-shaped Kyben
destroyer.

Thefirst beam had burned the gun-mounts and directional equipment off the front of the ship, scorching
down the aft sdein asmear like oxidized chrome plate. He had managed to avoid the second beam.



Hisradio contact had been brief; he was going to make it back to Antares-Base if he could. If not, the
formation would be ligening for his homing-beam from alife hutch on whatever planetoid he might find
for acrash-landing.

Which waswhat he had done. The charts had said the pebble spinning there was technicaly 1-333, 2-A,
M S, 3-804.39#, which would have meant nothing but three-dimensional coordinates had not the small #
after the dataindicated alife hutch somewhere on its surface.

Hisdistaste for being knocked out of the fighting, being forced onto one of the life hutch planetoids, had
been offset only by hisfear of running out of fuel before he could locate himsdlf. Of eventualy drifting off
into space somewhere, to wind up, finaly, asan artificia satdllite around some minor sun.

The ship pancaked in under minima reverse drive, bounced high twice and caromed ten times, tearing
out chunks of the rear section, but had come to rest a scant two milesfrom thelife hutch, jammed into the
rocks.

Terrence had high-legped the two miles across the empty, airless planetoid to the hermetically seded
bubblein therocks. His primary wish wasto set the hutch’s beacon signal so hisreturning fleet could
track him.

He had let himsdlf into the decompression chamber, palmed the switch through his thick spacesuit glove,
and findly removed his helmet as he heard the air whistle into the chamber.

He had pulled off his gloves, opened theinner door and entered the life hutch itself.

God bless you, little life hutch, Terrence had thought as he dropped the helmet and gloves. He had
glanced around, noting the relay machines picking up messages from outside, sorting them, vectoring
them off in other directions. He had seen the medicine chest clamped onto the wall; the refrigerator, he
knew, would be well-stocked if a previous tenant hadn’t been there before the stockman could refill it.
He had seen the dll-purpose robot, immobile in its duty-niche. And the wall-chronometer, itsface
smashed. All of it in asecond’ sglance.

God bless, too, the gentlemen who thought up the idea of these little rescue stations, stuck all over
the place for just such emergencies as this.He had started to walk across the room.

It was at this point that the service robot, that kept the place in repair between tenants and unloaded
supplies from the ships, had moved clankingly across the floor, and with one fearful smash of asted arm
thrown Terrence across the room.

The spaceman had been brought up short againgt the stedl bulkhead, pain blossoming in hisback, his
sde, hisarmsand legs. The machine’ s blow had instantly broken three of hisribs. Helay therefor a
moment, unable to move. For afew seconds he was too stunned to breathe, and it had been that,
certanly, that had saved hislife. His pain had immobilized him, and in that short pace of time the robot
had retreated with amuted interna clash of gears.

He had attempted to St up straight, and the robot had hummed oddly and begun to move. He had
stopped the movement. The robot had settled back.

Twice more had convinced him his position was as bad as he had thought.

The robot had worn down somewherein its printed circuits. Its commands to lift had been erased or
distorted so that now it was conditioned to smash, to hit, anything that moved.

He had seen the clock. He redlized he should have suspected something was wrong when he saw its



smashed face. Of course! Thedigital dias had moved, the robot had smashed the clock. Terrence had
moved, the robot had smashed him.

And would again, if he moved again.
But for the unnoticeable movement of hiseydids, he had not moved in three days.

He had tried moving toward the decompression lock, stopping when the robot advanced and letting it
settle back, then moving again, alittle nearer. But the ideadied with hisfirst movement. Hisribs were too
painful. The pain was terrible. He waslocked in one position, an uncomfortable, twisted position, and he
would be theretill the stalemate ended, one way or the other.

He was suddenly dert again. Therdiving of hislast three days brought back redlity sharply.

He was twelve feet away from the communications panel, twelve feet away from the beacon that would
guide hisrescuersto him. Before he died of hiswounds, before he starved to degth, before the robot
crushed him. It could have been twelve light-years, for al the nearer he could get to it.

What had gone wrong with the robot? Time to think was cheap. The robot could detect movement, but
thinking was gtill possible. Not that it could help, but it was possible.

The companiesthat supplied the life hutch’ s needs were dl government contracted. Somewhere dong the
line someone had thrown inimpure steel or calibrated the circuit-cutting machinesfor aless expensive
job. Somewhere dong the line someone had not run the robot through its paces correctly. Somewhere
aong the line someone had committed murder.

He opened his eyes again. Only the barest fraction of opening. Any more and the robot would sense the
movement of hiseydids. That would befatdl.

Helooked at the machine.

It was not, strictly speaking, arobot. It was merely aremote-controlled hunk of jointed stedl, invalugble
for making beds, stacking sted plating, watching culture dishes, unloading spaceships and sucking dirt
from rugs. The robot body, roughly humanoid, but without what would have been a head on a human,
was merely an appendage.

Thered brain, acomplex maze of plagtic screens and printed circuits, was behind the wall. It would have
been too dangerousto ingtall those delicate partsin a heavy-duty mechanism. It was all too easy for the
robot to drop itself from aloading shaft, or be hit by a meteorite, or get caught under awrecked
gpaceship. So there were senditive unitsin the robot appendage that “ saw” and * heard” what was going
on, and relayed them to the brain — behind the wall.

And somewhere along the line that brain had worn grooves too deeply into itscircuits. It was now mad.
Not mad in any way a human being might go mad, for there were an infinite number of waysamachine
could go insane. Just mad enough to kill Terrence.

Even if | couldhit the robot with something, it wouldn’t stop the thing. He could, perhaps, throw
something at the machine beforeit could get to him, but it would do no good. The robot brain would il
be intact, and the appendage would continue to function. It was hopeless.

He stared at the massive, blocky hands of the robot. It seemed he could see his own blood on the jointed
work-tool fingers of one hand. He knew it must be hisimagination, but the idea perssted. He flexed the
fingers of hishidden hand.



Three days had |eft him weak and dizzy from hunger. His head waslight and his eyes burned steedily. He
had been lying in hisown filth till he no longer noticed the discomfort. His side ached and throbbed, and
the pain of ablast furnace roared through him every time he breathed.

He thanked God his spacesuit was till on, lest the movement of his bresthing bring the robot down on
him. There was only one solution, and that solution was his death. He was amost ddlirious.

Severd times during the past day — aswell as he could gauge night and day without a clock or asunrise
— he had heard the roar of the fleet landing outside. Then he had redlized there was no sound in dead
gpace. Then he had redlized they were dl indgde the relay machines, coming through subspace right into
thelife hutch. Then he had redized that such athing was not possible. Then he had cometo his senses
and redized dl that had gone before was hallucination.

Then he had awakened and known itwas real. Hewas trapped, and there was no way out. Degath had
cometo livewith him. Hewas going to die.

Terrence had never been a coward, nor had he been a hero. He was one of the men who fight wars
because they are dways fought by some one. He was the kind of man who would alow himsef to betorn
from wife and home and flung into an abyssthey called Space to defend what he had been told needed
defense. But it wasin moments like thisthat a man like Terrence began to think.

Why here? Why like this? What have | done that | should finish in afilthy spacesuit on a lost rock
—and not gloriously like they said in the papers back home, but starving or bleeding to death
alone with a crazy robot? Why me? Why me? Why alone?

He knew there could be no answers. He expected no answvers.
He was not disappointed.

When he awoke, heingtinctively looked at the clock. Its shattered face looked back at him, jarring him,
forcing his eyes open in after-deep terror. The robot hummed and emitted aspark. He kept his eyes
open. The humming ceased. His eyes began to burn. He knew he couldn’t keep them open too long.

The burning worked itsway to the front of his eyes, from the top and bottom, bringing with it tears. It felt
as though someone was shoving needlesinto the corners. The tears ran down over his cheeks.

His eyes snapped shut. The roaring grew in his ears. The robot didn’t make a sound.

Could it be inoperative? Could it have worn down to immobility?Could he take the chance of
experimenting?

He did down to amore comfortable position. The robot charged forward the instant he moved. He froze
in mid-movement, his heart a chunk of ice. The robot stopped, confused, ascant ten inches from his

outstretched foot. The machine hummed to itself, the noise of it coming both from the machinein front of
him and from somewhere behind the wall.

Hewas suddenly dert.

If it had been working correctly, there would have been little or no sound from the appendage, and none
whatsoever from the brain. But it wasnot working properly, and the sound of its thinking was distinct.

The robot rolled backward, its“eyes’ still toward Terrence. The sense orbs of the machine were in the
torso, giving the machine the look of a squat meta gargoyle, squared and deadly.



The humming was growing louder, every now and then asharppfffft! of sparks mixed withit. Terrence
had amoment’ s horror at the thought of a short-circuit, afirein the life hutch, and no service robot to put
it out.

Helistened carefully, trying to pinpoint the location of the robot’s brain built into the wall.

Then he thought he had it. Or wasit there? It was elther in the wall behind abulkhead next to the
refrigerator, or behind abulkhead near the relay machines. The two possible housings were within afew
feet of each other, but they might make agreat ded of difference.

The distortion crested by the stedl plate in front of the brain, and the distracting background noise of the
robot broadcasting it madeit difficult to tell exactly which wasthe correct location.

He drew a deep breath.
Theribsdid afraction of aninch together, their broken ends grinding.
He moaned.

A high-pitched tortured moan that died quickly, but throbbed back and forth insde his head, echoing and
building itself into apaean of sheer agony! It forced histongue out of hismouth, limp inacorner of his
lips, moving dightly. Therobot rolled forward. He drew histongue in, clamped his mouth shut, cut off the
scream ingde his head &t itshigh point!

The robot stopped, rolled back to its duty-niche.
Oh, God! The pain! The God God where are you pain!

Beads of swest broke out on his body. He could fed their tickle inside his spacesuit, inside his jumper,
ingde the bodyshirt, on his skin. The pain of the ribswas suddenly heightened by anirresstible itching of
hisskin.

He moved infinitesmaly within the suit, his outer gopearance giving no indication of the movement. The
itching did not subside. The more hetried to make it stop, the more he thought about not thinking about
it, the worse it became. His armpits, the crooks of hisarms, histhighs where the tight service-pants clung
— suddenly too tightly — were madness. He had to scratch!

He dmost gtarted to make the movement. He stopped before he started. He knew he would never live to
enjoy any relief. A laugh bubbled into hishead. God Almighty, and | always laughed at the slobs who
suffered with the seven-year itch, the ones who always did a little dance when they were at
attention during inspection, the ones who could scratch and sigh contentedly. God, how | envy
them. Histhoughts were taking on awild sound, even to him.

The prickling did not stop. He twisted faintly. It got worse. He took another deep bresth.
The ribs sandpapered again.

Thistime, blessedly, hefainted from the pain.

“Wdl, Terrence, how do you like your first look at a Kyban?’

Ernie Terrence wrinkled hisforehead and ran afinger up the side of hisface. Helooked at his
Commander and shrugged. “ Fantastic things, aren't they?”

“Why fantastic?



“Because they’rejust like us. Except, of course, the bright yellow pigmentation and the tentacle-fingers.
Other than that they’ reidentical. To ahuman being.”

The Commander opagued the examination-casket and drew a cigarette from asilver case, offering the
Lieutenant one. He puffed it dight, staring with one eye closed againgt the smoke. “Morethan that, I'm
afraid. Their inddes|ook like someone had taken them out, liberally mixed them with spare parts from
severd other species, and jammed them back in any way that fitted conveniently. For the next twenty
yearswe |l be knocking our heads together trying to figure out their metabolicraison d’ étre .”

Terrence grunted, rolling hisunlit cigarette absently between two fingers. “ That' sthe least of it.”

“You'reright,” agreed the Commander. “For the nextthousand yearswe |l betrying to figure out how
they think, why they fight, what it takesto get long with them, what motivates them.”

If they let us live that long, thought Terrence.

“Why are we at war with the Kyben?" he asked the older man. “I meanresally .”

“Because the Kyben want to kill every human being they can recognize as ahuman being.”
“What have they got againgt us?’

“Doesit matter? Maybe it’s because our skinisn't bright yellow; maybeit’ s because our fingersaren’t
slken and flexible; maybe it' s because our cities are too noisy for them. Maybe alot of maybes. But it
doesn't matter. Surviva never matters until you haveto survive.

Terrence nodded. He understood. So did the Kyben. It grinned at him and drew its blaster. It fired
point-blank, crimsoning the hull of the Kyben ship.

He swerved to avoid running into his gun’ s own backlash. The movement of the bucket seat diding inits
tracks, keeping hisvision steady while maneuvering, made him dizzy. He closed his eyesfor amoment.

When he opened them, the abyss was nearer, and he teetered, hislips whitening as they pressed together
under hiseffort to steady himsdf. With aheadlong gasp he fell sighing into the somach. Hislong, silken
fingersjointed steely humming clankingly toward the medicine chest over the plate behind the bulkhead.

The robot advanced on him grindingly. Smdll, fine bits of metal rubbed together, ashing away into a
breeze that came from nowhere as the machine raised |ead boots toward his face.

Onward and onward till he had no room to move
and
then

the light came on, bright, brighter than any star Terrence had ever seen, glowing, broiling, flickering,
shining, bobbing aball of light on the chest of the robot, who staggered,

stumbled,
stepped.

Therobot hissed, hummed and exploded into amillion flying, racing fragments, shooting beams of light all
over the abyss over which Terrence again tegtered, teetering. Heflailed hisarmswildly trying to escape
but, a the last moment, before



the
fall
he awoke with astart!

He saved himsdlf only by hisunconscious. Eveninthe hell of anightmare he was aware of the situation.
He had not moaned and writhed in his delirium. He had kept motionless and silent.

Heknew it was true, because he was till dive.

Only hissurprised jerking, as he came back to consciousness, started the mongter rolling from itsniche.
He camefully awake and sat silent, dumped against the wall. The robot retreated.

Thin breath came through his nogtrils. Another moment and he would have put an end to the past three
days— three days or more now? how long had he been adegp? — days of torture.

Hewas hungry. Lord, how hungry he was. The pain in his side was worse now, a steedy throbbing that
made even shallow breathing torturous. He itched maddeningly. He was uncomfortably douched againgt
acold stedl bulkhead, every rivet having made aburrow for itsdf in his skin. He wished he was dead.

Hedidn’'t wish hewas dead. It was all too easy to get hiswish.

If he could only disable that robot brain. A total impossibility. If he could only wear Phobos and Deimos
for watchfobs. If he could only shack-up with a silicon-deb from Penares. If he could only use hislarge
colon for alasso.

It would take a thorough destruction of the brain to do it enough damage to stop the appendage before it
could rall over and smash Terrence again.

With a sted bulkhead between him and the brain, his chances of success totaled minus zero every time,

He considered which part of hisbody the robot would smash first. One blow of that tool-hand would kill
him if it was used asecond time. With the State of his present wounds, even a strong breath might finish
him.

Perhaps he could make a break and get through the lock into the decompression chamber . . .

Worthless. (A) The robot would catch him before he had gotten to hisfeet, in his present condition. (B)
Even alowing amiracle, evenif he did get through the lock, the robot would smash the lock port, Ietting
inair, ruining the mechanism. (C) Even alowing adouble miracleand it didn’t, what the hell good would
it do him? His hemet and gloves were in the hutch itsdf, and there was no place to go on the planetoid.
The ship was ruined, so no signa could be sent from there,

Doom suddenly compounded itself.

The more he thought about it, the more certain he was that soon the light would flicker out for him.
Thelight would flicker out.

Thelight would flicker . ..

Thelight . ..

.. light. .2



Oh God, isit possible? Can it be? Have | found an answer?He marveled a the smplicity of it. It had
been there for more than three days waiting for him to useit. It wasso smple it was magnificent. He could
hardly restrain himsalf from moving, just out of sheer joy.

I’m not brilliant, I'm not a genius, why did this occur to me?For afew minutes the brilliance of the
solution staggered him. Would alessintelligent man have solved the problem this easily? Would amore
intelligent man have done it? Then he remembered the dream. Thelight in the dream.He hadn't solved the
problem, his unconscious had. The answer had been there dl the time, but he wastoo closeto seeit. His
mind had been forced to devise away to tell him. Luckily, it had.

And finaly, hedidn’'t carehow he had uncovered it. His God, if he had had anything to do with it, had
heard him. Terrence was by no means ardigious man, but thiswas miracle enough to make him a
believer. It wasn't over yet, but the answer was there— and itwas an answer.

He began to save himsdlf.

Sowly, achingly dowly, he moved hisright hand, the hand away from the robot’ ssight, to hisbelt. On
the belt hung the assorted i mplements a spaceman needs at any moment in his ship. A wrench. A packet
of degp-stavers. A compass. A geiger counter. A flashlight.

Thelagt wasthe miracle. Miraclein atube.

Hefingered it dmost reverently, then unclipped it inamoment’ sfrenzy, till immobileto the robot’s
13 WSI”

Heheld it at hissde, away from hisbody by afraction of aninch, pointing up over the bulge of his
spacesited leg.

If the robot looked at him, dl it would see would be the motionless bulk of hisleg, blocking off any
movement on his part. To the machine, he wasinert. Motionless.

Now, he thought wildly,where is the brain?

If it is behind the relay machines, I'm till dead. If it is near the refrigerator, I’ m saved.He could
afford to take no chances. He would have to move.

Helifted oneleg.

The robot moved toward him. The humming and sparking were more distinct thistime. He dropped the
leg.

Behind the plates above the refrigerator!

The robot stopped, nearly at his side. Seconds had decided. The robot hummed, sparked, and returned
toitsniche,

Now he kneaw!

He pressed the button. The invisible beam of the flashlight legped out, speared the bulkhead above the
refrigerator. He pressed the button again and again, the flat circle of light appearing, disappearing,
appearing, disgppearing on the facdessmetd of the life hutch’ swall.

The robot sparked and rolled from its niche. It looked once a Terrence. Itsrollers changed direction in
an ingtant and the machine ground toward the refrigerator.



The geded fist swung in avicious arc, Smashing with adeafeningclang! at the spot where the light bubble
flickered on and off.

It swung again and again. Again and again, till the bulkhead had been gouged and crushed and opened,
and the ddlicate coils and plates and circuits and memorex modules behind it were refuse and rubble.
Until the robot froze, with arm half-ready to strike again. Dead. Immobile. Brain and appendage.

Even then Terrence did not stop pressing the flashlight button. Wildly he thumbed it again and again and
agan.

Then heredized it wasdl over.

The robot was dead. He was alive. He would be saved. He had no doubts about that. Now he could cry.
The medicine chest grew large through the shimmering in hiseyes. The rdlay machines smiled at him.
God bless you, little life hutch, he thought, before he fainted.

DJINN, NO CHASER

Wrote this one a couple of times, madeit better each time | went after it. Thenturneditintoa TV
segment onTales from the Darkside . Y ou may have seen it. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar played the Djinn.
(Don't lose your day-job Kareem.) And the lesson passim thislittle taleis agood one for those of you
who, like me, lead lives determinedly singular and oftimes cuiting trail with trouble. The lesson isthe same
one Ndson Algrenincluded in hisfamousthree rulesfor living, asthey were codified in aterrific novel
cdledThe Man With the Golden Arm . He said, “Never eat at adiner caled “Mom’s,’ never play cards
with aguy named ‘Doc,” and never get involved with awoman who' sgot bigger troublesthan you.” (It
wasa“guy” novd, 0if you'refeding foolishly Politicaly Correct, which isapain in the patoot, you can
subdtitute “ never get involved with &* guy” for “woman.”) If you learn nothing else from mein the course
of reading thislittle tome, kiddies, let it bethis: bad companions can drag your snout down into the mud
faster than dope or drink or deep religious fervor. Theworld isfull of leaners. People who are
bone-stick-stone stupid, but they’ ve got alow ratlike cunning. They know how to side you and smooth
you and get into your pocket, and then give you *tude about how you be hare-assingthem when you call
them and demand they repay you. They will involve you inidiot schemes, they will waste your time and
your energy, they will mooch off you and eventualy abandon you, step off when someone starts making
gatic. They are the “bad companions’ your momma and poppawarned you yamps and shermheads, the
biscuits and trife bums who will kill your waking hours and give you night fright when you liedown. The
lesson isthis: make your own way. Set your own pace. Do not get drawn into some non-productive
lay-up that will sap your strength and let the air out of your dreams. In this story, apretty niceguy and a
pretty nice woman, who probably shouldn’t have rolled on aduo, find themselves paying the price for
each other’ sbad company. Y eah, sure, it’ sgot a happy ending, but thisisastory , gee, it'sapiece of
fiction! Itan'tred.

Who the hell ever heard of Turkish Period?’ Danny Squires said. He said it at the top of hisvoice, ona
City Street.

“Danny! People are staring at us; lower your voice!” Connie Squires punched hisbicep. They stood on
the street, in front of the furniture store. Danny was determined not to enter.

“Comeon, Connie,” hesad, “let’ s get away from these junk shops and go see some inexpensive modern



stuff. Y ou know perfectly well | don’t make enough to start filling the gpartment with expensive antiques.”

Conniefurtively looked up and down the street — she was more concerned with a*“ scene” than with the
argument itsalf — and then moved in toward Danny with adetermined air. “Now listen up, Squires.Did
you or did younot marry me four days ago, and promise to love, honor and cherish and all that other

good jive?’

Danny’ s blue eyesrolled toward Heaven; he knew he waslosing ground. Ingtinctively defensive, he
answered, “Wél, sure, Connie, but —”

“Wall, then, | am your wife, and you have not taken me on ahoneymoon — "
“| can'tafford onel”

“ — have not taken me on ahoneymoon,” Connie repeated with inflexibility. “ Consequently, we will buy
alittlefurniture for that rabbit warren you laughingly cal our little love nest. Andlittle ishardly theterm:
that vale of tearswas criminally undersized when Barbara Fritchie hung out her flag.

“So to makemy lifebearable , for the next few weeks, till we cantak Mr. Upjohn into giving you araise

“Upjohn!” Danny fairly screamed. “Y ou’ ve got to stay away from the boss, Connie. Don't screw
around. Hewon't giveme araise, and I’ d rather you stayed away from him — "~

“Until then,” she went on relentlesdly, “we will decorate our apartment in the style I’ ve wanted for years.”
“Turkish Period?’
“Turkish Period.”

Danny flipped his handsin the air. What was the use? He had known Connie was strong-willed when
he' d married her.

It had seemed an attractive qudity at the time; now hewasn't so sure. But he was strong-willed too: he
was sure he could outlast her. Probably.

“Okay,” hesad findly, “1 suppose Turkish Period it'll be. What the hdllis Turkish Period?’

Shetook hisarm lovingly, and turned him around to look in the store window. “Well, honey, it'snot
actually Turkish. It'smore Mesopotamian. You know, teek and silk and . . .”

“ Sounds hideous.”

“Soyou'redarting up again!” She dropped hisarm, her eyesflashing, her mouth atight littleline. “I'm
redly ashamed of you, depriving me of the few little pleasures | need to make my life ablub, sniff,
hoo-hoo . . .”

The edgewas hers.

“Connie. .. Connie. ..” Sheknocked away his comforting hand, saying, “Y ou beast.” That wastoo
much for him. The words were so obvioudy put-on, he was suddenly infuriated:

“Now, goddammit!”

Her tears came faster. Danny stood there, furious, helpless, outmaneuvered, hoping desperately that no



cop would come dong and say, “Thisguy botherin’ ya, lady?’

“Connie, okay, okay, we llhave Turkish Period. Come on, come on. It doesn’t matter what it costs, |
can scrape up the money somehow.”

It was not one of the glass-brick and onyx emporia where sensble furniture might be found (if one
searched hard enough and paid high enough and retained one' s senses long enough asthey weretrying to
palm off modernitic nightmaresin which no comfortable position might be found); no, it was not even
one of those. Thiswas an antique shop.

They looked at beds that had canopies and ornate metalwork on the bedposts. They looked at rugs that
were littered with pillows, so visitors could sit on the floors. They looked at tables built six inches off the
deck, for low banquets. They ingpected incense burners and hookahs and coffers and giant vases until
Danny’ s head swam with visions of the courts of long-dead caliphs.

Y et, despite her determination, Connie chose very few items; and those she did select were
moderately-priced and quite handsome. . . for what they were. And as the hours passed, and asthey
moved around town from one disma junk emporium to another, Danny’ s respect for hiswife staste
grew. She was sdlecting an apartment full of furniture that wasn't bad at all.

They werefinished by six 0’ clock, and had bills of salethat totaled just under two hundred dollars.
Exactly thirty dollarsless than Danny had decided could be spent to furnish the new household . . . and
gtill survive on hissalary. He had taken the money from his spavined savings account, and had known he
must eventualy start buying on credit, or they would not be able to get enough furniture to start living

properly.

Hewastired, but content. She' d shopped wisely. They were in a shabby section of town. How had they
gotten here? They waked past an empty |ot sandwiched in between two tenements — wet-wash
dapping on lines between them. The | ot was weed-overgrown and garbage-strewn.

“May | cdl your attention to the depressing surroundings and my exhaustion?” Danny said. “Let’'sget a
cab and go back to the apartment. | want to collapse.”

They turned around to look for a cab, and the empty lot was gone.

Inits place, sandwiched between the two tenements, was alittle shop. It was aone-storey affair, with a
dingy facade, and its front window completely grayed-over with dust. A hand-painted line of elaborate
script on the glass-pand of the door, aso opague with grime, proclaimed:

MOHANADUS MUKHAR, CURIOS.

A little man in aflowing robe, wearing afez, plunged out the front door, skidded to a stop, whirled and
dapped ahuge sign on the window. He swiped &t it four times with abig paste-brush, sticking it to the
glass, and whirled back insde, damming the door.

“No,” Danny said.

Conni€e s mouth was making peculiar sounds.

“Theré sno insanity inmy family,” Danny said firmly. “We come from very good stock.”
“We' vemade avisud error,” Connie said.

“Smply didn’t noticeit,” Danny said. Hisusually baritone voice was much nearer soprano.



“If ther€' s crazy, we' ve both got it,” Connie said.
“Must be, if you seethe samething | see”

Connie was sllent amoment, then said, “Large seagoing vessd, three stacks, maybe the Titanic. Flamingo
on the bridge, flying theflag of Lichtengein?

“Don't play with me, woman,” Danny whimpered. “1 think I'mlosing it.”
She nodded soberly. “ Right. Empty lot?”

He nodded back, “ Empty lot. Clothedine, weeds, garbage.”

“Right.”

He pointed at the little store. “Little store?’

“Right.”

“Man in afez, name of Mukhar?’

Sherolled her eyes. “Right.”

“So why are we walking toward it?’

“Isn’'t thiswhat always happensin stories where weird shops suddenly appear out of nowhere?
Something inexorable draws the innocent bystandersinto its grip?’

They stood in front of the grungy little shop. They read thesign. It said:
BIG SALE! HURRY! NOW! QUICK!

“Thewordunnatural comesto mind,” Danny said.

“Nervoudy,” Connie said, “she turned the knob and opened the door.”

A tiny bell went tinkle-tinkle, and they stepped across the threshold into the gloaming of Mohanadus
Mukhar’ s shop.

“Probably not the smartest move we ve ever made,” Danny said softly. The door closed behind them
without any assistance.

It was cool and musty in the shop, and strange fragrances chased one another past their noses.

They looked around carefully. The shop was loaded with junk. From floor to celling, wall towall, on
tables and in heaps, the place was filled with oddities and bric-a-brac. Piles of things tumbled over one
another on the floor; heaps of things leaned against the walls. There was barely room to walk down the
ade between the stlacks and mounds of things. Thingsin al shapes, thingsin dl szesand colors. Things.
They tried to separate the individud items from the jumble of the place, but dl they could perceilve was
Suff . . . things Stuff and flotsam and bits and junk.

“Curios, effendi,” avoice said, by way of explanation.
Connielegped in the air, and came down on Danny’ sfoot.

Mukhar was standing beside such a pile of tumbled miscellany that for amoment they could not separate



him from the stuff, junk, things he sold.
“We saw your sign,” Connie said.

But Danny was more blunt, more direct. “ There was an empty lot here; then aminute later, this shop.
How come?’

The little man stepped out from the mounds of dust-collectors and hislittle nut-brown, wrinkled face
burst into amillion-creased smile. “ A fortuitous accident, my children. A dight worn spot in the fabric of
the cosmos, and | have been set down herefor . . . how long | do not know. But it never hurtsto try and
dimulate busnesswhilel’m here”

“Uh, yeah,” Danny said. He looked at Connie. Her expression was as blank as his own.

“Oh!” Connie cried, and went dashing off into one of the side-corridorslined with curios. “Thisis
perfect! Just what we need for the end table. Oh, Danny, it'sadream! It' s absolutely thene plus ultra !”

Danny walked over to her, but in the dimness of the aide between the curios he could barely make out
what it was she was holding. He drew her into the light near the door. It had to be:

Aladdin’slamp.

W, perhaps not thatparticular person’slamp, but one of the ancient, vile-smeling oil burning jobs:
long thin spout, round-bottom body, wide, flaring handle.

It was algae-green with tarnish, brown with rust, and completely covered by the soot and debris of
centuries. There was no contesting its antiquity; nothing so time-corrupted could fail to be authentic.
“What the hell do you want with that old thing, Connie?’

“But Danny, it'ssoper -fect. If wejust shineit up abit. As soon aswe put alittle work into thislamp, it'll
be abeauty.” Danny knew he was defeated . . . and she' d probably be right, too. It probably would be
very handsome when shined and brassed-up.

“How much?’ he asked Mukhar. He didn’'t want to seem anxious; old camd traders were merciless at
bargaining when they knew the item in question was hotly desired.

“Fifty drachmae, en?’ the old man said. Histone was one of malicious humor. “At current exchange
rates, taking into account the fall of the Ottoman Empire, thirty dollars.”

Danny’ slipsthinned. “Put it down, Connie; let’sget out of here.”

He garted toward the door, dragging hiswife behind him. But she still clutched the lamp; and Mukhar’s
voice hated them. “All right, noble Sir. Y ou are acunning shopper, | can seethat. Y ou know abargain
when you spy it. But | am unfamiliar in thistime-frame with your dollars and your strange fast-food native
customs, having been set down here only once before; and since | am more at ease with the drachma
than the dollar, with the sheke than the cent, | will cut my own throat, dash both my wrigts, and offer you
thismagnificent antiquity for . . . uh.. . . twenty dollars?’ Hisvoice was querulous, histone one of wonder
and hope.

“Jesse James at least had ahorse!” Danny snarled, once again moving toward the door.
“Fifteen!” Mukhar yowled. “ And may dl your children need corrective lenses from too much tv-time!”

“Five; and may ahundred thousand syphilitic camels puke into your couscous,” Danny screamed back



over hisshoulder.
“Not bad,” said Mukhar.
“Thanks” said Danny, stifling asmile. Now he waited.

“Bloodsucker! Heartlesstrafficker in chegpness Pimple on the fundament of decency! Graffito on the
subway car of life! Thirteen; my last offer; and may thegodsof ITT and the Bank of Americaturn ablind
eyeto your vendity!” Buthis eyes held the golden gleam of the born haggler, at last, blessedly, in his
eement.

“Seven, not a penny more, you Arabic anathemal And may aweighty object drop from agreat height,
flattening you to the niggardly thickness of your soul.” Connie stared at him with open awe and
admiration.

“Eleven! Eleven dollars, apittance, an outright theft we' re talking about. Call the security guards, get a
consumer advocate, gimme abreak herel”

“My shadow will vanish from before the evil gleam of your rapacious gaze before | pay apenny more
than six bucks, and let the word go out to every wadi and oasis across the limitless desert, that
Mohanadus Mukhar steals maggots from diseased mest, flies from horse dung, and the hard-earned
drachmae of honest |aborers. Six, fuckface, and that' sit!”

“My deeth is about to become aredity,” the Arab bellowed, tearing at the strands of white hair showing
under thefez. “Rob me, go ahead, rob me: drink my life' sblood! Ten! A twenty dollar lossI’ll take.”

“Okay, okay.” Danny turned around and produced hiswallet. He pulled out one of the three ten dollar
bills il insde and, turning to Connie, said, “Y ou sure you want thisugly, dirty piece of crap?’ She
nodded, and he held the bill naked in the vicinity of thelittle merchant. For the first time Danny redized
Mukhar was wearing pointed dippersthat curled up; there was hair growing from hisears.

“Ten bucks.”

The little man moved with the agility of aferret, and whisked the tenner from Danny’ s outstretched hand
before he could draw it back. “Sold!” Mukhar chuckled.

He spun around once, and when he faced them again, the ten dollarswas out of Sght. “And asted,
though Allah be thewiser; ahot ded, a veritable stedl, blessed sir!”

Danny abruptly redized he had been taken. The lamp had probably been picked up in ajunkyard and
wasworthless. He garted to ask if it was a genuine antique, but the piles of junk had begun to waver and
shimmer and coruscate with light. “Hey!” Danny said, darmed, “What' sthis now?’

Thelittle man’ swrinkled face drew up in panic. “Out! Get out, quick! Thetime-frameis sucking back
together! Out! Get out now if you don’t want to roam the eternitieswith me and thisshop . . . and | can’t
afford any help! Out!”

He shoved them forward, and Connie dipped and fell, flailing into a pile of glassware. None of it broke.
Her hand went out to protect herself and went right through the glass. Danny dragged her to her fest,
panic sweeping over him . . . asthe shop continued to waver and grow more indistinct around them.

“Out! Out! Out!” Mukhar kept yelling.

Then they were at the door, and he was kicking them — literally planting his curl-dippered foot in



Danny’ s backside and shoving — from the store. They landed in ahegp on the sdewak. The lamp
bounced from Conni€ s hand and went into the gutter with aclang. Thelittle man stood there grinning in
the doorway, and as the shop faded and disappeared, they heard him mumble happily, “A clear
nine-seventy-five profit. What alemon! Y ou got an Edsd, kid, areal lame piece of goods. But | gotta
giveit to you; the syphilitic camd bit wasinspired.”

Then the shop was gone, and they got to their feet in front of an empty, weed-overgrown lot.
A lame piece of goods?

“Areyou adeep?’

“yes”

“How come you' re answvering me?’

“| wasraised polite”

“Danny, talk tome. . . comeon!”

“Theanswer isno. I’m not going to talk about it.”

“We haveto!”

“Not only don’t wehave to, | don’twant to, ain’tgoing to, and shut up so | can go to deep.”
“WEe ve been lying here dmost an hour. Neither of us can deep. Wehave to discussit, Danny.”

The light went on over hisside of the bed. The single poal of illumination spread from the hand-me-down
daybed they had gotten from Danny’ s brother in New Jersey, faintly limning the few packing crates full of
dishes and linens, the three Cuisinarts they’ d gotten as wedding gifts, the straight-back chairsfrom
Conni€’ s Aunt Medora, the entire bare and depressing redlity of their first home together.

It would be better when the furniture they’ d bought today was ddlivered. Later, it would be better. Now,
it was the sort of urban landscape that drove divorcees and aging bachelors to jump down the airshaft at
Chrigmagtime.

“I’'m going to talk about it, Squires.”
“Sotdk. | have my thumbsin my ears”
“I think we should rubit.”

“I can’t hear you. It never happened. | deny the evidence of my senses. It never happened. | have these
thumbsin my earsso | cannot hear asyllable of this craziness”

“For god’ s sake, Squires, | wasthere with you today. | saw it happen, the same asyou. | saw that weird
little old man and | saw his funky shop come and go like abig burp. Now, neither of us can deny it!”

“If | could hear you, I'd agree; and then I’ d deny the evidence of my sensesand tell you . . .” Hetook his
thumbs from hisears, looking distressed. “. . . tell you with al my heart that | loveyou, thet | have loved
you since the moment | saw you in the typing pool a Upjohn, thet if | live to be ahundred thousand years
old I'll never love any one or any thing as much as| love you this very moment; and then | would tell you
to fuck off and forget it, and let me go to deep so that tomorrow | can con myself into believing it never
happened the way | know it happened.



“Okay?’

She threw back the covers and got out of bed. She was naked. They had not been married that long.
“Whereareyou going?’

“Y ou know where I’m going.”

He sat up in the daybed. Hisvoice had no lightnessiniit. “Connie!”

She stopped and stared at him, therein thelight.

He spoke softly. “Don't. I'm scared. Please don’t.”

She said nothing. She looked at him for atime. Then, naked, she sat down cross-legged on the floor at
thefoot of the daybed. She looked around a what little they had, and she answered him gently. “I have
to, Danny. | just haveto. . . if there'sachance; | haveto.”

They sat that way, reaching across the abyss with sllent imperatives, until — finally — Danny nodded,
exhaled heavily, and got out of the daybed. He walked to one of the cartons, pulled out adustrag, shook
it clean over the box, and handed it to her. He walked over to the window ledge where the tarnished and
rusted oil lamp sat, and he brought it to her.

“ Shine the damned thing, Squires. Who knows, maybe we actualy got ourselves a 24 carat genie. Shine
on, oh migtress of my Mesopotamian mansion.”

She held the lamp in one hand, therag in the other. For afew minutes she did not bring them together.
“I’'m scared, too,” she said, held her breath, and briskly rubbed the belly of the lamp.

Under her flying fingersthe rust and tarnish began to come away in spots. “We Il need brass polish to do
thisright,” she said; but suddenly the ruin covering the lamp melted away, and she was rubbing the bright
skin of thelamp itslf.

“Oh, Danny, look how niceit is, underneath all the crud!” And at that precise ingtant the lamp jumped
from her hand, emitted a sharp, gray puff of smoke, and amonstrous voice bellowed in the apartment:

AH-HA! It screamed, louder than a subway train. AH-HA!

FREE AT LAST! FREE— ASFREE ASI'LL EVER BE— AFTER TEN THOUSAND YEARS
FREE TO SPEAK AND ACT, MY WILL TO BE KNOWN!

Danny went over backward. The sound was as mind-throttling as being at ground zero. The window
glass blew out. Every light bulb in the apartment shattered. From the carton containing their meager
chinaware came the distinct sound of hailstones as every plate and cup dissolved into shards. Dogs and
cats blocks away began to howl. Connie screamed — though it could not be heard over the foghorn
thunder of the voice— and was knocked head over anklesinto a corner, still clutching the dustrag.
Paster showered in the little gpartment. The window shadesrolled up.

Danny recovered first. He crawled over achair and stared at the lamp with horror. Connie sat up in the
corner, face white, eyes huge, hands over her ears. Danny stood and looked down at the seemingly
innocuous lamp.

“Knock off that noise! Y ou want to lose us the |lease?”’

CERTAINLY, OFFSPRING OF A WORM!



“| sad: stop that goddam bellowing!”

THISWHISPER? THISISNAUGHT TO THE HURRICANE | SHALL LOOSE, SPAWN OF
PARAMECIUM!

“That'sit,” Danny ydled. “I’'m not getting kicked out of the only apartment in the city of New York | can
afford just because of some loudmouthed genieinajug. . .”

He stopped. He looked at Connie. Connie looked back at him.

“Oh, my god,” shesaid.

“It'sredl,” hesad.

They got to their knees and crawled over. Thelamp lay on its side on the floor at the foot of the daybed.
“Areyouredly inthere?” Connie asked.

WHERE ELSE WOULD | BE, SLUT!

“Hey, you can't talk to my wife that way —”

Connie shushed him. “If he sagenie, he can tak any way helikes. Sticks and stones; namecdling is
better than poverty.”

“Yesh?Wdl,nobody talksto my —”

“Putalid onit, Squires. | can take care of mysdlf. If what’ sin thislamp is even half the Sze of thegeniein
that movie you took metothe Thdiatosee...”

“The Thief of Bagdad. . . 1939 version. . . but Rex Ingram was just an actor, they only made himlook
Ug.ﬂ

“Even 0. Ashig ashewas, if thisgenieisonlyhalf that big, playing macho overprotective chauvinist
hubby — ”

SO HUMANS CONTINUE TO PRATTLE LIKE MONKEYSEVEN AFTER TEN THOUSAND
YEARS! WILL NOTHING CLEANSE THE EARTH OF THISRAUCOUS PLAGUE OF
INSECTS?

“WEe re going to get thrown right out of here,” Danny said. His face screwed up in ahorrible expression
of discomfort.

“If the cops don't beeat the other tenantstoit.”

“Please, genie,” Danny said, leaning down dmost to the lamp. “Just tone it down alittle, willya?’
OFFSPRING OF A MILLION STINKS! SUFFER!

“You'reno genie,” Connie said smugly. Danny looked &t her with disbelief.

“He sno genie? Then what the hdll do youthink heis?”

She swatted him. Then put her finger to her lips.

THAT ISWHAT | AM, WHORE OF DEGENERACY!!



“No you'renot.”

| AM.

“Amnot.”

AM.

“Amnot.”

AM SO, CHARNEL HOUSE HARLOT! WHY SAY YOU NAY?

“A genie hasalot of power; agenie doesn't need to shout like that to make himself heard. Y ou'reno
genie, or you' d spesk softly. Youcan't speak at a decent level, because you're afraud.”

CAUTION, TROLLOP!

“Foo, you don’t scare me. If you were as powerful asyou make out, you'd tone it way down.”

isthis better? are you convinced?

“Yes” Conniesad, “I think that’s more convincing. Can you keep it up, though? That’ sthe question.”
forever, if need be.

“And you can grant wishes?’ Danny was back in the conversation.

naturally, but not to you, disgusting grub of humanity.

“Hey, listen,” Danny replied angrily, “I don’t give adamn what orwho you are! You can't talk to me that
way.” Then athought dawned on him. “ After dl, I’m your master!”

ah! correction, filth of primordial seas. there are some djinn who are mastered by their owners,
but unfortunately for you i am not one of them, for i am not free to leave this metal prison. i was
imprisoned in this accursed vessel many ages ago by a besotted sorcerer who knew nothing of
molecular compression and even less of the binding forces of the universe. he put me into this
thrice-cursed lamp, far too small for me, and i have been wedged within ever since. over the ages
my good nature has rotted away. i am powerful, but trapped. those who own me cannot request
anything and hope to realize their boon. i am unhappy, and an unhappy djinnisan evil djinn.
werei free, i might be your slave; but asi am now, i will visit unhappiness on you in a thousand
forms!

Danny chuckled. “The hdl you will. I'll tossyou in theincinerator.”

ah! but you cannot. once you have bought the lamp, you cannot lose it, destroy it or give it away,
only sdll it. i amwith you forever, for who would buy such a miserable lamp?

And thunder rolled in the sky.

“What are you going to do?’ Connie asked.

do? just ask me for something, and you shall see!
“Not me,” Danny said, “you’ retoo cranky.”

wouldn’t you like a billfold full of money?



There was sincerity in the voice from the lamp.
“Wadll, sure, | want money, but —”

Thedjinn’slaughter was gigantic, and suddenly cut off by the rain of frogsthet fell from apoint oneinch
below the celling, clobbering Danny and Connie with small, reeking, wriggling green bodies. Connie
screamed and dove for the clothes closet. She came out a second later, her hair full of them; they were
fdling inthe closet, aswell. Therain of frogs continued and when Danny opened the front door to try and
escape them, they fdll in the hall. He dammed the door — he redlized he was till naked — and covered
his head with hishands. Thefrogsfdl, writhing, sinking, and then they were knee-deep in them, with little
filthy, warty bodiesjumping up at their faces.

what a lousy disposition i’ ve got! the djinn said, and then he laughed. And he laughed again, a
clangorous pedl that was silenced only when the frogs stopped, disappeared, and the flood of blood

began.

It went on for aweek.

They could not get away from him, no matter where they went. They were dso dowly starving: they
could not go out to buy groceries without the earth opening under their feet, or aherd of elephants
chasing them down the stret, or hundreds of people getting violently ill and vomiting on them. So they
stayed in and ate what canned goods they had stored up in the first four days of their marriage. But who
could eat with locustsfilling the apartment from top to bottom, or snakes that were intent on gobbling
them up likelittlewhiterats?

First camethe frogs, then the flood of blood, then the whirling dust storm, then the spiders and gnats,
then the snakes and then the locusts and then the tiger that had them backed against awall and ate the
chair they used to ward him off. Then came the bats and the leprosy and the hail stones and then the floor
dissolved under them and they clung to the wall fixtureswhile their furniture— which had been quickly
delivered (the moving men had brought it during the hailstones) — fell through, nearly killing thelittle old
lady who lived beneath them.

Then the walsturned red hot and melted, and then the lightning burned everything black, and finaly
Danny had had enough. He cracked, and went gibbering around the room, tripping over the man-esting
vinesthat were growing out of the light sockets and the floorboards. He findly sat down in ahuge puddie
of monkey urine and cried till hisface grew puffy and his eyes flame-red and his nose swelled to three
timesnormd sze.

“I’ve got to getaway from dl this” he screamed hystericaly, drumming hishedls, trying to eet his pants
cuffs

you can divorce her, and that means you are voided out of the purchase contract: she wanted the
lamp, not you, the djinn suggested.

Danny looked up (just in timeto get aripe Black Angus meadow muffinin hisface) and ydled, “1 won't!
Y ou can’'t make me. We ve only been married aweek and four daysand | won't leave her!”

Connie, covered with running sores, stumbled to Danny and hugged him, though he had turned to tapioca
pudding and was mdlting. But three days later, when ghost images of people he had feared dl hislife
cameto haunt him, he broke completely and allowed Connieto call the rest home on the boa congtrictor
that had once been the phone. “Y ou can come and get mewhen thisisover,” he cried pitifully, kissng

her poisonivy lips. “Maybe if we split up, he'll have some mercy.” But they both doubted it.



When the downgtairs buzzer rang, the men from the Home for the Mentally Absent came into the debacle
that had been their apartment and saw Connie pulling her feet out of the swamp dime only with difficulty;
shewas crying in unison with Danny as they bundled him into the white ambulance. Unearthly laughter
rolled around the sky like thunder as her husband was driven away.

Conniewas | eft alone. She went back upstairs; she had nowhere seto go.

She dumped into the pool of molten dag, and tried to think while ants ate at her flesh and rabid rats
gnawed off the wall paper.

i"mjust getting warmed up,the djinn said from the lamp.

Lessthan three days after he had been admitted to the Asylum for the Temporarily Twitchy, Connie
cameto get Danny. She came into hisroom; the shades were drawn, the sheets were very white; when
he saw her histeeth began to chatter.

She smiled a him gently. “If | didn’t know better, I'd swear you weren't Smply overjoyed to see me,
Squires”

He did under the sheetstill only his eyes were showing. His voice came through the covers. “If | bresk
out in bails, it will definitely cause arelgpse, and the day nurse hates mess.”

“Where' smy macho protective husband now?’
“I’ve been unwdl.”
“Yeah, well, that’sal over. You'refit asafiddle, so bestir your bunsand let’ s get out of here.”

Danny Squires brow furrowed. Thiswas not the tone of awoman with frogsin her hair. “1’ ve been
contemplating divorce or suicide.”

She yanked the covers down, exposing his naked legs sticking out from the hem of the hospital gown.
“Forget it, little chum. There are a least a hundred and ten positions we haven't tried yet before
condder dissolution. Now will you get out of that bed andcome on? ”

“‘But...
“...athing I'll kick, if you don’'t moveit.”
Bewildered, hemovedit.

Outsde, the Rolls-Royce waited with its motor running. Asthey came through the front doors of the
Ingtitute for the Neurologically Flaccid, and Connie helped Danny from the discharge whedlchair, the
liveried chauffeur leaped out and opened the door for them. They got in the back seat, and Connie said,
“Tothe house, Mark.” The chauffeur nodded, trotted briskly around and climbed behind the whedl. They
took off to the muted roar of twin mufflers.

Danny’ s voice was a querulous squeak. “ Can we afford arented limo?’
Connie did not answer, merely smiled, and snuggled closer to him.
After amoment Danny asked, “What house?’

Connie pressed a button on the console in the armrest and the glass partition between front and back
seats did slently closed. “Do me afavor, will you,” she said, “just hold the twenty questionstill we get



home? It’' s been atough three daysand al | ask isthat you hold it together for another hour.”

Danny nodded reluctantly. Then he noticed she was dressed in extremely expensive clothes. “1’d better
not ask about your mink-trimmed jacket, ether, right?’

“It would help.”

He settled into silence, uneasy and juggling more than just twenty unasked questions. And he remained
slent until he redized they were not taking the expressway into New Y ork. He sat up sharply, looked out
the rear window, snagpped his head right and | eft trying to ascertain their location, and Connie said,

“WE re not going to Manhattan. We re going to Darien, Connecticut.”

“Darien?Who the hdl do we know in Darien?’
“Wadl, Upjohn, for one, livesin Darien.”

“Upjohn!? Ohmigod, he' sfired me and sent the car to bring me to him so he can have me executed! |
knew it!”

“Squires,” shesaid, “Danid, my love, Danny heart of my heart, will you just kindly closethetap onit for
awhile! Upjohn has nothing to do with usany more. Nothing at al.”

“But . ..butwelivein New York!”
“Not no morewe don’t.”

Twenty minutes later they turned into the most expensive section in Darien and sped down aprivate
road.

They drove an eighth of amile down the private road lined with Etruscan pines, beautifully maintained,
and pulled into awinding driveway. Five hundred yards further, and the drive spiraled in to wind around
the front of ahuge, luxurious, completely tasteful Victorian mansion. “Go on,” Connie said. “Look at your
house.”

“Who lives here?’ Danny asked.
“I just told you:we do.”
“I thought that’ swhat you said. Let me out here, I'll walk back to the nuthouse.”

The Roalls pulled up before the mansion, and abutler ran down to open the car door for them. They got
out and the servant bowed low to Connie. Then he turned to Danny. “Good to have you home, Mr.
Squires,” he said. Danny was too unnerved to reply.

“Thank you, Penzler,” Connie said. Then, to the chauffeur, “ Take the car to the garage, Mark; we won't
be needing it again this afternoon. But have the Porsche fueled and ready; we may drive out later to look
at thegrounds.”

“Very good, Mrs. Squires,” Mark said. Then he drove away.

Danny was somnambuligtic. He allowed himsdf to be led into the house, where he was further stunned by
the expengvefittings, the magnificent halls, the deep-pile rugs, the spectacular furniture, the
communications complex set into an entire wal, the Art Deco bar that rose out of the floor at the touch of
abutton, the servants who bowed and smiled at him, asif he belonged there. He was boggled by the
huge kitchen, fitted with every latest gppliance; and the French chef who saluted with ahuge ladle as



Connie entered.

“Wh-wheredid al thiscome from?’ Hefindly gasped out the question as Connie led him upstairs on the
escalator.

“Come on, Danny; you know whereit all came from.”

“Thelimo, the house, the grounds, the mink-trimmed jacket, the servants, the Vermeer in the front hall,
the cobalt-glass Art Deco bar, the entertainment center with the beam television s, the screening room,
the bowling alley, the polo field, the Neptune swimming pool, the escalator and six-strand necklace of
black pearls| now notice you are wearing around your throat . . . dl of it came from the genie?’

“Sortatakes your bregth away, don't it?” Connie said, ingenuoudly.
“I'm having alittle troublewith this”

“What you' re having trouble with, champ, isthat Mas Ud gave you ahard time, you couldn’t handle it,
you crapped out, and somehow I’ ve managed to pull it al out of the swamp.”

“I'mthinking of divorceagain.”

They werewalking down along hall lined with works of modern Japaneseillugtration by Y amazaki,
Kobayashi, Takahiko Li, Kenzo Tanii and Orai. Connie stopped and put both her hands on Danny’s
trembling shoulders.

“What we' ve got here. Squires, isabad case of identity reevauation. Nobody gets throughall the
battles. We ve been married less than two weeks, but we' ve known each other for three years. You
don’t know how many times| folded before that time, and | don’t know how many times you triumphed
before that time.

“What I’ ve known of you for three years made it okay for meto marry you; to think * This guy will be
ableto handleit thetimes| can’t.” That'salot of what marriageis, to my way of thinking. | don’t haveto
score every time, and neither do you. Aslong asthe unit maintains. Thistime it was my score. Next time
it'll beyours. Maybe.”

Danny smiled weakly. “I’m not thinking of divorce.”
Movement out of the corner of his eye made him look over his shoulder.

Anédevenfoot tal black man, physicaly perfect in every way, with chisded features like an obsdian
Adonis, dressed in an impeccably-tailored three-piece Savile Row suit, silk tie knotted precisely, stood
justin the hdlway, having emerged from open fifteen-foot-high doors of aroom at the juncture of
corridors.

“Uh. ..” Danny said.

Connie looked over her shoulder. “Hi, Mas d. Squires, | would like you to meet Mas td Jan bin Jan, a
Mazikeen djinn of theifrit, by the grace of Sulaymin, master ofall the jinni, though Allah be the wiser. Our
benefactor. My friend.”

“Howgood afriend?’ Danny whispered, seeing the totem of sexua perfection looming eleven feet high
before him.

“We haven't known each other carndly, if that’ swhat | perceive your squdid little remark to mean,” she



replied. And abit wistfully she added, “I’m not histype. | think he' sgot it for LenaHorne.” At Danny’s
semi-annoyed look she added, “For god' s sake, stop being so bloody suspicious!”

Mas ud stepped forward, two steps bringing him the fifteen feet intervening, and proffered hisgreeting in
thetraditiona Idamic head-and-heart sdute, flowing outward, asmile on hismatineeidol face.
“Welcome home, Magter. | await your smallest request.”

Danny looked from the djinn to Connie, amazement and copel essness rendering him amost speechless.
“But . .. youwere stuck inthelamp . . . bad-tempered, oh boy were you bad-tempered . . . how did
you...howdidshe...

Connielaughed, and with great dignity the djinn joined in.

“Youwereinthelamp. .. you gaveusadl this. . . but you said you' d give us nothing but aggravation!

Why?'

In deep, mdlifluous tones Danny had come to associate with avoice that could knock high-flying fowl
from theair, the djinn smiled warmly at them and replied, “Y our good wife freed me. After ten thousand
years cramped over in pain with an eternd bellyache, in that most miserable of dungeons, Mistress
Connie set me loose. For thefirgt timein a hundred times ten thousand years of cruel and vend master
after master, | have been delivered into the hands of one who treats me with respect. We arefriends. |
look forward to extending that friendship to you, Master Squires.” He seemed to be warming to his
explanation, expangve and effusive. “ Free now, permitted to exist among humansin atime where my
kind are thought alegend, and thus able to live an interesting, new life, my gratitude knows no bounds, as
my hatred and anger knew no bounds. Now | need no longer act as a Kako-daemon, now | can bethe
sort of ifrit Rabbi Jeremiah bin Eliazar spoke of in Psalm XLI.

“I have seen much of thisworld in the last three days as humans judgetime. | find it most pleasing in my
view. The speed, the shine, the light. Theincomparable LenaHorne. Do you like basketbal |7’

“But how?How did youdo it, Connie? How? No one could get himout . . .”

Shetook him by the hand, leading him toward the fifteen-foot-high doors. “May we come into your
gpartment, Mas ud?’

The djinn made a sweeping gesture of invitation, bowing so low his head was at Danny’ swaist ashe and
Connie walked past.

They stepped insde the djinn’ s suite and it was asif they had stepped back in time to ancient Basraand
the Thousand Nights and aNight. Or into a Cornd Wilde costume epic.

But amid dl the silks and hangings and pillows and tapers and coffers and brassware, there in the center
of the foyer, in aL ucite case atop an onyx pedestd, lit from an unknown source by a single glowing spot
of light, wasasingleicon.

“Occasionaly magic hasto bow to technology,” Connie said. Danny moved forward. He could not make
out what theitem lying on the black velvet pillow was. “ And sometimes ancient anger hasto bow to
common sense.”

Danny was close enough to see it now.

Simple. It had been so smple. But no one had thought of it before. Probably because the last time it had
been needed, by the lamp’ s previous owner, it had not existed.



“A can opener,” Danny said. “A can opener! 2 A smple, stupid, everyday can opener!? That'sdl it
took? | had a nervous breakdown, and you figured out a can opener?”’

“Cando,” Conniesaid, winking at Mas Ud.

“Not cute, Squires,” Danny said. But he wasthinking of the diamond as big asthe Ritz.

"REPENT, HARLEQUIN!" SAID THE
TICKTOCKMAN

Got to be careful about codifying the “lesson” in this one, becauseit is, in some ways, a statement about
theway | livemy life, and if you follow thetrail too closdly, you'll get into more trouble than you deserve,
which isthe opposite of what this book is supposed to do . . . according to my publisher, who saysthis
book isintended to make you better citizens and happier individuas, with an understanding thet if you
litter your Taco Bell and Burger King garbage in the streets | will seek you out no matter whereyou live,
and | will nail your head to acoffeetable. At least that’ swhat my publisher tellsmethisbook is
supposed to do. But | haven't lied to you yet, not asfar as| can tell; and I’ m not about to start now. As
if | gavea— Wall, the point of the lesson in this story — which I'm told, by academicswho teachiit in
literally hundreds of college English and Modern American Writing classes, isone of the most reprinted
goriesin the English Language — have you noticed, it'sonly my charming humility thet has held me back
from true sardom — the lesson isthat if they suck you into the System, extricating yoursalf may be
damned near impossible. Letting your life be set to other peopl€e’ s schedules may satifytheir needs, but
you' Il betrading off bits and pieces of your own life to placate otherswho do not, in actudity, care much
about you or your problems or desires or potentialities. They mumble“1 know how tough it isfor you” or
“I undergtand” but when it comesright downtoit, it istheir production schedule or swing shift time or
actuarid table that mesmerizesthem. Their hearts bleed that you' re lying on an operating table having
your stomach replaced with avacuum cleaner or abidet or somedamnthing, but that pulmonary
drip-drip-drip only maskstheir annoyance that, like the mule you are, you' ve fallen to your knees under
the yoke of their schedule. Yes, as| told you before, DO THE DAMN JOB, justdo it; nonethdess, Life
keeps getting in the way of Being On Time, and oncein agreat while you just haveto sayscrewit ! And
bear thisin mind, folks: if youwork at their pace for twenty-seven years, do 1,444 jobswell, and do
them to the deadline, if you ain't got the juice and you mess up on the 1,445th gig, you will catch the
same amount of flak and the same amount of guilt and the same amount of badmouth and opprobrium
you would snag if you' d been lateevery time. The lesson hereis onethat will get you clobbered if you
follow it. Runyour life a your own pace, not that of the Man.

There are dways those who ask, what isit al about? For those who need to ask, for those who need
points sharply made, who need to know “whereit'sat,” this:

The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly, but as machines, with their bodies. They
are the standing army, and the militia, jailors, constables, posse comitatus,etc. In most cases there
is no free exercise whatever of the judgment or of the moral sense; but they put themselves on a
level with wood and earth and stones; and wooden men can perhaps be manufactured that will
serve the purpose as well. Such command no more respect than men of straw or a lump of dirt.
They have the same sort of worth only as horses and dogs. Yet such as these even are commonly
esteemed good citizens. Others —as most legidlators, politicians, lawyers, ministers, and

officehol ders — serve the state chiefly with their heads; and, as they rarely make any moral
distinctions, they are as likely to serve the Devil, without intending it, as God. A very few, as



heroes, patriots, martyrs, reformersin the great sense, and men,serve the state with their
consciences also, and so necessarily resist it for the most part; and they are commonly treated as
enemies by it.

Henry David Thoreau
CIVILDISOBEDIENCE

That isthe heart of it. Now begin in the middle, and later learn the beginning; the end will take care of
itsdf.

But because it wasthe very world it was, the very world they had allowed it tobecome , for monthshis
activities did not come to the darmed attention of The Ones Who Kept The Machine Functioning
Smoothly, the ones who poured the very best butter over the cams and mainsprings of the culture. Not
until it had become obvious that somehow, someway, he had become a notoriety, a celebrity, perhaps
even ahero for (what officialdom inescapably tagged) “an emotiondly disturbed segment of the
populace,” did they turn it over to the Ticktockman and hislega machinery. But by then, because it was
the very world it was, and they had no way to predict he would happen — possibly astrain of disease
long-defunct, now, suddenly, reborn in asystem where immunity had been forgotten, had lapsed — he
had been alowed to become too real. Now he had form and substance.

He had become aper sonality , something they had filtered out of the system many decades before. But
there it was, and therehe was, avery definitely imposing persondity. In certain circles— middle-class
cirdes— it was thought disgusting. VVulgar ostentation. Anarchistic. Shameful. In others, there was only
sniggering: those strata where thought is subjugated to form and ritud, niceties, proprieties. But down
below, ah, down below, where the people dways needed their saints and sinners, their bread and
circuses, their heroes and villains, he was considered a Bolivar; a Napoleon; a Robin Hood; aDick Bong
(Aceof Aces); aJesus, aJomo Kenyatta.

And at thetop — where, like sociadly-attuned Shipwreck Kellys, every tremor and vibration threatening
to disodge the wedthy, powerful and titled from their flagpoles— he was consdered amenace; a
heretic; arebel; adisgrace; a peril. He was known down the line, to the very heart-meat core, but the
important reactions were high above and far below. At the very top, at the very bottom.

So hisfile was turned over, along with histime-card and his cardioplate, to the office of the Ticktockman.

The Ticktockman: very much over six feet tall, often silent, asoft purring man when things went timewise.
The Ticktockman.

Even in the cubicles of the hierarchy, where fear was generated, seldom suffered, he was called the
Ticktockman. But no one caled him that to his mask.

Y ou don't call aman a hated name, not when that man, behind his mask, is capable of revoking the
minutes, the hours, the days and nights, the years of your life. He was called the Master Timekeeper to
his mask. It was safer that way.

“Thisiswhat heis” said the Ticktockman with genuine softness, “but notwho heis. Thistime-card I'm
holding in my left hand hasanameonit, but it isthe name of what heis, notwho heis. The cardioplate
herein my right hand is aso named, but notwhom named, merdywhat named. Before | can exercise
proper revocation, | have to knowwho thiswhat is”

To hisgaff, dl theferrets, dl theloggers, al thefinks, al the commex, even the mineez, he said, “Who is
thisHarlequin?’



Hewas not purring smoothly. Timewise, it wasjangle.

However, itwas the longest speech they had ever heard him utter a onetime, the st&ff, the ferrets, the
loggers, the finks, the commex, but not the mineez, who usudly weren't around to know, in any case. But
even they scurried to find out.

Whoisthe Harlequin?

High abovethethird leved of the city, he crouched on the humming auminum-frame platform of the
air-boat (foof! air-boat, indeed! swizzleskid iswhat it was, with atow-rack jerry-rigged) and he stared
down at the nest Mondrian arrangement of the buildings.

Somewhere nearby, he could hear the metronomic left-right-left of the 2:47pw shift, entering the Timkin
roller-bearing plant in their sneakers. A minute later, precisdy, he heard the softer right-left-right of the
5:00AM formation, going home.

An dfin grin spread across his tanned features, and his dimples appeared for amoment. Then, scratching
at histhatch of auburn hair, he shrugged within his motley, asthough girding himsdf for what came next,
and threw the joystick forward, and bent into the wind as the air-boat dropped. He skimmed over a
didewalk, purposely dropping afew feet to crease the tassels of the ladies of fashion, and — inserting
thumbsin large ears— he stuck out histongue, rolled his eyes and went wugga-wugga-wugga. It wasa
minor diversion. One pedestrian skittered and tumbled, sending parcels every-whichway, another wet
hersdf, athird keeled dantwise and the walk was stopped automaticaly by the servitorstill she could be
resuscitated. It wasaminor diversion.

Then he swirled away on avagrant breeze, and was gone. Hi-ho. As he rounded the cornice of the
Time-Motion Study Building, he saw the shift, just boarding the didewalk. With practiced motion and an
absolute conservation of movement, they sidestepped up onto the dow-strip and (in achorusline
reminiscent of a Busby Berkeley film of the antediluvian 1930s) advanced acrossthe strips
ostrich-walking till they werelined up on the expresstrip.

Once more, in anticipation, the dfin grin spread, and there was a tooth missing back there on the left side.
He dipped, skimmed, and swooped over them; and then, scrunching about on the air-boat, he released
the holding pinsthat fastened shut the ends of the home-made pouring troughs that kept his cargo from
dumping prematurely. And as he pulled the trough-pins, the air-boat did over the factory workers and
one hundred and fifty thousand dollars worth of jelly beans cascaded down on the expresstrip.

Jdly beans! Millionsand billions of purples and yellows and greens and licorice and grape and raspberry
and mint and round and smooth and crunchy outside and soft-medly insde and sugary and bouncing
jouncing tumbling dlittering clattering skittering fell on the heads and shoulders and hardhats and
cargpaces of the Timkin workers, tinkling on the didewalk and bouncing away and rolling about
underfoot and filling the sky on their way down with al the colors of joy and childhood and holidays,
coming down in asteady rain, asolid wash, atorrent of color and sweetness out of the sky from above,
and entering auniverse of sanity and metronomic order with quite-mad coocoo newness. Jaly beand!

The shift workers howled and laughed and were pelted, and broke ranks, and the jelly beans managed to
work their way into the mechanism of the didewaks after which there was a hideous scraping asthe
sound of amillion fingernails rasped down aquarter of amillion blackboards, followed by a coughing and
asputtering, and then the didewaks dl stopped and everyone was dumped thisawayandthataway in a
jackstraw tumble, still laughing and popping little jelly bean eggs of childish color into their mouths. It was
aholiday, and ajollity, an absolute insanity, agiggle. But . ..

The shift was delayed seven minutes.



They did not get home for seven minutes.

The master schedule was thrown off by seven minutes.

Quotas were delayed by inoperative didewaks for seven minutes.

He had tapped the first domino in the line, and one after another, like chik chik chik, the others had fallen.

The System had been seven minutes' worth of disrupted. It was atiny matter, one hardly worthy of note,
but in a society where the single driving force was order and unity and equdity and promptness and
clocklike precision and attention to the clock, reverence of the gods of the passage of time, it wasa
disaster of mgjor importance.

So he was ordered to appear before the Ticktockman. It was broadcast across every channel of the
communications web. He was ordered to bethere at 7:00 dammit on time. And they waited, and they
walited, but he didn’t show up till dmost ten-thirty, at which time he merely sang alittle song about
moonlight in aplace no one had ever heard of, called Vermont, and vanished again. But they had al been
waiting since seven, and it wreckedhell with their schedules. So the question remained: Who isthe
Harlequin?

But theunasked question (more important of the two) was: how did we getinto this position, wherea
laughing, irresponsible japer of jabberwocky and jive could disrupt our entire economic and culturd life
with ahundred and fifty thousand dollars worth of jelly beans. . .

Jellyfor God' s sakebeans! Thisis madnessl Where did he get the money to buy a hundred and fifty
thousand dollars worth of jelly beans? (They knew it would have cost that much, becausethey had a
team of Situation Analysts pulled off another assgnment, and rushed to the didewalk scene to sweep up
and count the candies, and produce findings, which disruptedtheir schedules and threw their entire
branch at least aday behind.) Jelly beans! Jely . . .beans ? Now wait a second — a second accounted
for — no one has manufactured jelly beansfor over ahundred years. Where did he get jelly beans?

That' s another good question. More than likely it will never be answered to your complete satisfaction.
But then, how many questions ever are?

The middle you know. Hereisthe beginning. How it sarts:

A desk pad. Day for day, and turn each day. 9:00 — open the mail. 9:45 — appointment with
planning commission board. 10:30 — discussingtallation progresschartswith J. L. 11:45 —
pray for rain. 12:00 — lunch.And so it goes.

“I’'m sorry, Miss Grant, but the timefor interviewswas set at 2:30, and it' samost five now. I'm sorry
you're late, but those are therules. You'll have to wait till next year to submit gpplication for this college
again.” And so it goes.

The 10:10 local stops at Cresthaven, Galesville, Tonawanda Junction, Selby and Farnhurst, but not at
Indiana City, Lucasville and Colton, except on Sunday. The 10:35 express stops at Galesville, Selby and
Indiana City, except on Sundays & Holidays, at whichtimeit stopsat . . .and so it goes.

“I couldn’t wait, Fred. | had to be at Pierre Cartain’s by 3:00, and you said you’ d meet me
under the clock in the terminal at 2:45, and you weren’t there, so | had to go on. You're always
late, Fred. If you’d been there, we could have sewed it up together, but asit was, well, | took
the order alone. . .And so it goes.

Dear Mr. and Mrs. Atterley: In reference to your son Gerold' s constant tardiness, | am afraid we will



have to suspend him from school unless some more reliable method can be ingtituted guarantesing he will
arive a his dasses ontime. Granted he is an exemplary student, and his marks are high, his constant
flouting of the schedules of this school makesit impractical to maintain him in asystem where the other
children seem capable of getting where they are supposed to be on timeand so it goes.

YOU CANNOT VOTE UNLESSYOU APPEAR AT 8:45AM .

“l don't careif thescript isgood, | need it Thursday!”

CHECK-OUT TIME IS2:00Pv .

“You got herelate. Thejob’ staken. Sorry.”

YOUR SALARY HASBEEN DOCKED FOR TWENTY MINUTESTIME LOST.
“God, what timeisit, I’ ve gottarun!”

And soit goes. And so it goes. And so it goes. And S0 it goes goes goes goes goestick tock tick tock
tick tock and one day we no longer let time serve us, we serve time and we are daves of the schedule,
worshipers of the sun’s passing, bound into alife predicated on restrictions because the system will not
function if we don’t keep the scheduletight.

Until it becomes more than aminor inconvenienceto belate. It becomesasin. Thenacrime. Thena
crime punishable by this

EFFECTIVE 15JULY 2389 12:00:00 midnight, the office of the Master Timekeeper will
requireall citizensto submit their time-cards and cardioplatesfor processing. I n accordance
with Statute 555-7-SGH-999 gover ning therevocation of time per capita, all cardioplateswill be
keyed to theindividual holder and —

What they had done was devise amethod of curtailing the amount of life a person could have. If hewas
ten minutes late, he lost ten minutes of hislife. An hour was proportionately worth more revocetion. If
someone was cons stently tardy, he might find himsalf, on a Sunday receiving acommunigué from the
Magter Timekeeper that histime had run out, and he would be “turned off” at high noon on Monday,
please straighten your affairs, Sir, madame or bisex.

And 0, by thissmple scientific expedient (utilizing a scientific process held dearly secret by the
Ticktockman’s office) the System was maintained. It was the only expedient thing to do. It was, after dl,
patriotic. The schedules had to be met. After all, therewas awar on!

But, wasn't there dways?

“Now that isredly disgusting,” the Harlequin said, when Pretty Alice showed him the wanted pogter.
“Digguding andhighly improbable. After al, thisisn't the Day of the Desperado. Awanted poster!”

“You know,” Pretty Alice noted, “you speak with agreat dedl of inflection.”
“I'm sorry,” said the Harlequin, humbly.

“No need to be sorry. You' reaways saying ‘I’ m sorry.” Y ou have such massive guilt, Everett, it'sredly
very sad.”

“I'm sorry,” he said again, then pursed hislips so the dimples appeared momentarily. He hadn’t wanted
tosay that at dl. “1 have to go out again. | have todo something.”



Pretty Alice dammed her coffee-bulb down on the counter. “ Oh for God' s sake, Everett, can’t you stay
home just one night! Must you dways be out in that ghastly clown suit, running around annoying people?’

“I'm—" He stopped, and clagpped the jester’ s hat onto his auburn thatch with atiny tinkling of bells. He
rose, rinsed out his coffee-bulb at the spray, and put it into the dryer for amoment. “I haveto go.”

She didn’'t answer. The faxbox was purring, and she pulled a sheet out, read it, threw it toward him on
the counter. “It’ s about you. Of course. Y ou'reridiculous.”

Heread it quickly. It said the Ticktockman was trying to locate him. He didn’t care, he was going out to
be late again. At the door, dredging for an exit line, he hurled back petulantly, “Well,you spesk with
inflection,too !”

Pretty Alicerolled her pretty eyes heavenward. “Y ou'reridiculous.”
The Harlequin stalked out, damming the door, which sighed shut softly, and locked itself.

There was agentle knock, and Pretty Alice got up with an exhalation of exasperated breath, and opened
the door. He stood there. “1'll be back about ten-thirty, okay?’

She pulled arueful face. “Why do you tel me that? Why?'Y ouknow you'll belate! Y ouknow it! You're
always late, so why do you tell me these dumb things?’” She closed the door.

On the other side, the Harlequin nodded to himsalf.She’ sright. She'salwaysright. I'll be late. I'm
always late. Why dol tell her these dumb things?

He shrugged again, and went off to be late once more.

He had fired off the firecracker rocketsthat said: | will attend the 115th annual International Medical
Asociation Invocation at 8:00Pv precisaly. | do hope you will al be ableto join me.

Thewords had burned in the sky, and of course the authorities were there, lying in wait for him. They
assumed, naturdly, that hewould be late. He arrived twenty minutes early, while they were setting up the
spiderwebsto trap and hold him. Blowing alarge bullhorn, he frightened and unnerved them so, their
own moisturized encirclement webs sucked closed, and they were hauled up, kicking and shrieking, high
above the amphitheater’ sfloor. The Harlequin laughed and laughed, and gpologized profusely. The
physicians, gathered in solemn conclave, roared with laughter, and accepted the Harlequin’s gpologies
with exaggerated bowing and posturing, and amerry time was had by dl, who thought the Harlequin was
aregular foofaraw in fancy pants; dl, thet is, but the authorities, who had been sent out by the office of
the Ticktockman; they hung there like so much dockside cargo, hauled up above the floor of the
amphithester in amost unseemly fashion.

(In another part of the same city where the Harlequin carried on his“activities,” totaly unrelated in every
way to what concerns us here, save that it illustrates the Ticktockman's power and import, aman named
Marshdl Ddahanty received histurn-off notice from the Ticktockman's office. Hiswifereceived the
notification from the gray-suited minee who ddlivered it, with the traditiona “look of sorrow” plastered
hideoudy across hisface. She knew what it was, even without unsealing it. It was a billet-doux of
immediate recognition to everyone these days. She gasped, and held it asthough it were aglassdide
tinged with botulism, and prayed it was not for her. Let it befor Marsh, she thought, brutaly, redigticaly,
or one of the kids, but not for me, please dear God, not for me. And then she opened it, and itwas for
Marsh, and shewas at one and the same time horrified and relieved. The next trooper in the line had
caught the bullet. “Marshdl,” she screamed, “Marshdl! Termination, Marshdl! OhmiGod, Marshdl,
whattl we do, wheattl we do, Marshall omigodmarshdl . ..” and in their home that night was the sound of



tearing paper and fear, and the stink of madness went up the flue and there was nothing, absolutely
nothing they could do about it.

(But Marshdl Delahanty tried to run. And early the next day, when turn-off time came, hewasdeepin
the Canadian forest two hundred miles avay, and the office of the Ticktockman blanked his cardioplate,
and Marshall Delahanty keeled over, running, and his heart stopped, and the blood dried up on itsway to
hisbrain, and he was dead that’ s al. One light went out on the sector map in the office of the Master
Timekeeper, while notification was entered for fax reproduction, and Georgette Delahanty’ s name was
entered on the dole rolestill she could remarry. Which isthe end of the footnote, and dl the point that
need be made, except don't laugh, because that iswhat would happen to the Harlequin if ever the
Ticktockman found out hisrea name. It isn’t funny.)

The shopping level of the city was thronged with the Thursday-colors of the buyers. Women in canary
ydlow chitons and men in pseudo-Tyrolean outfits that were jade and leather and fit very tightly, savefor
the balloon pants.

When the Harlequin appeared on the still-being-constructed shell of the new Efficiency Shopping Center,
his bullhorn to hisfishly-laughing lips, everyone pointed and stared, and he berated them:

“Why let them order you about? Why let them tell you to hurry and scurry like ants or maggots? Take
your time! Saunter awhile! Enjoy the sunshine, enjoy the breeze, |et life carry you a your own pace!
Don't bedaves of time, it' sahelluvaway to die, dowly, by degrees. . . down with the Ticktockman!”

Who' s the nut? most of the shoppers wanted to know. Who' sthe nut oh wow I'm gonnabe late | gotta
run. ..

And the congtruction gang on the Shopping Center received an urgent order from the office of the Master
Timekeeper that the dangerous crimina known as the Harlequin was atop their spire, and their aid was
urgently needed in gpprehending him. The work crew said no, they would lose time on their construction
schedule, but the Ticktockman managed to pull the proper threads of governmenta webbing, and they
weretold to cease work and catch that nitwit up there on the spire; up there with the bullhorn. So a
dozen and more burly workers began climbing into their construction platforms, releasing the a-grav
plates, and rising toward the Harlequin.

After the debacle (in which, through the Harlequin' s attention to persona safety, no one was serioudy
injured), the workerstried to reassemble, and assault him again, but it was too late. He had vanished. It
had attracted quite a crowd, however, and the shopping cycle was thrown off by hours, smply hours.
The purchasing needs of the system were therefore falling behind, and so measures were taken to
accelerate the cycle for the rest of the day, but it got bogged down and speeded up and they sold too
many float-vaves and not nearly enough wegglers, which meant that the popli ratio was off, which made
it necessary to rush cases and cases of spoiling Smash-O to stores that usualy needed a case only every
three or four hours. The shipments were bollixed, the transshipments were misrouted, and in the end,
eventhe swizzleskid industriesfelt it.

“Don't come back till you have him!” the Ticktockman said, very quietly, very sncerely, extremely
dangeroudy.

They used dogs. They used probes. They used cardioplate crossoffs. They used teepers. They used
bribery. They used stiktytes. They used intimidation. They used torment. They used torture. They used
finks. They used cops. They used search seizure. They used fallaron. They used betterment incentive.
They used fingerprints. They used the Bertillon system. They used cunning. They used guile. They used
treachery. They used Raoul Mitgong, but he didn’'t help much. They used gpplied physics. They used



techniquesof criminology.
And what the hdll: they caught him.

After dl, hisnamewas Everett C. Marm, and he wasn't much to begin with, except aman who had no
senseof time.

“Repent, Harlequin!” said the Ticktockman.
“Get quffed!” the Harlequin replied, sneering.

“You've been late atotal of sixty-three years, five months, three weeks, two days, twelve hours,
forty-one minutes, fifty-nine seconds, point oh three six one one one microseconds. Y ou' ve used up
everything you can, and more. I’m going to turn you off.”

“Scare someone e<e. I'd rather be dead thét live in adumb world with abogeyman like you.”
“It' smy job.”

“You'refull of it. You reatyrant. Y ou have no right to order people around and kill them if they show up
lae”

“Youcan't adjust. You can't fitin.”

“Ungrgp me, and I'll fit my fist into your mouth.”

“Y ou' reanonconformist.”

“That didn’'t used to be afelony.”

“Itisnow. Liveintheworld around you.”

“I hateit. It saterribleworld.”

“Not everyone thinks so. Most people enjoy order.”
“I don't, and most of the people | know don’t.”
“That’ s not true. How do you think we caught you?’
“I'm not interested.”

“A girl named Pretty Alicetold uswho you were.”
“That'salie”

“It'strue. Y ou unnerve her. She wantsto belong; she wantsto conform; I’ m going to turn you off.”
“Then doit dready, and stop arguing with me.”

“I’'m not going to turn you off.”

“You'reanidiot!”

“Repent, Harlequin!” said the Ticktockman.

“Get duffed.”



So they sent him to Coventry. And in Coventry they worked him over. It wasjust like what they did to
Wington Smith in NINETEENEIGHTY -FOUR, which was a book none of them knew about, but the
techniques areredlly quite ancient, and so they did it to Everett C. Marm; and one day, quite along time
later, the Harlequin appeared on the communications web, appearing dfin and dimpled and bright-eyed,
and not at al brainwashed, and he said he had been wrong, that it was agood, avery good thing indeed,
to belong, to be right on time hip-ho and away we go, and everyone stared up at him on the public
screensthat covered an entire city block, and they said to themselves, well, you see, he wasjust anut
after dl, and if that’ sthe way the system isrun, then let’sdo it that way, becauseit doesn’t pay to fight
city hal, or in this case, the Ticktockman. So Everett C. Marm was destroyed, which was aloss,
because of what Thoreau said earlier, but you can’'t make an omelet without breaking afew eggs, andin
every revolution afew diewho shouldn't, but they have to, because that’ s the way it happens, and if you
make only alittle change, then it seemsto be worthwhile. Or, to make the point lucidly:

“Uh, excuseme, g, |, uh, don’t know how to uh, to uh, tell you this, but you were three minutes|late.
The scheduleisalittle, uh, bit off.”

He grinned sheepishly.

“That'sridiculous!” murmured the Ticktockman behind his mask. “ Check your watch.” And then he went
into hisoffice, goingmrmee, mrmee, mrmee, mrmee .

INVASION FOOTNOTE

Ah, yes, Grasshopper, the secret message hereisady one. As Tuan-mu TZ' u said, “We can be taught
the externa trappings of the Magter; we cannot be taught the spirit of hiswords or hisgenius.” That's
according to Confucius. Mmmm. To be absolutdly flat wit’ chu, | got nothing here. Running on fumes.
That isword up. Because thereredlly isn't anything degp or meaningful in thisstory fromwhich | can
draw some penetrating insght. And maybe that is the lesson where thereis no lesson, Grasshopper.
Maybe the lesson for atroublemaker isto know when to can the crap, shut the mouth, stop trying to fake
the funk and just fess, thereis no great reveament in thislittle story. The lesson iswhat the artist Mark
Rothko said: “ Silenceis so accurate.”

Sim stood dmost silently in his receptacle. He ssood more quietly than any human could stand, but that
was only because he was not human. The blank, impassive grimace of his mouth-grille seemed something
apart from the rest of what passed for aface.

Swive-mounted fluoro-dots burned where the eyes would have been on a human; ascent-ball bulged
where the nose would have been; audio pickups bulged like meta eermuffs at asomewhat lower level of
attachment than human ears; and from the right-hand one, awire loop antennarose above the round,
massive head. The robot stood glistening in his receptacle. Glistening with the inner power of his energy
pak; glowing, in away his creator had no ideahecould glisten. His eyes showered blood-red shadows
down his gigantic chest, and from within him, where the somach would have been on ahuman — but
wherein hismeta body resided the computer brain — came the muted throb of pulsing power.

Sim wastherobot’s name. Self-contained! ntegratingMe chanical — and able to integrate far more than
his maker had imagined.

He stood slently, save for the whir and pulse of hisinnards; saying nothing; letting hisbody talk for him.
The sounds that came from within were the physical sde effects of the psychometric energy hismind
poured forth.



Telepathic commandsissued steadily from his ssomach at the robo-scoots. His thoughts directed them
around the room outside the receptacl e, keeping them in their programmed patterns of dirt-pickup. He
must not alow Jergensto redlize that they were acting independently of their conditioning, thathe kept
themintheir cleanup patterns.

Jergens had not built the robot Sim first. He had worked up through stages of automaton creation, first
jerry-building tiny computerized “rats’ that wove through mazesto “food.” Then he had taken acrack at
something more complicated. He had built the little, coolie-shaped cleaning tools with the extrudable coil
arms called robo-scoots. Then he had built Sim.

And built him better than he’ d suspected.

Sm’'s capabilitiesfar outstretched the Smple reasoning and menia tasks Professor Jergens had built in.
The Professor had stumbled on a Mébius-circuit that giant-stepped over hundreds of intermediary
hook-ups, and without knowing it, had created a reasoning, determined entity.

Scoots, Sm thought. Clean under the desk. Clean by the windows. Clean near my receptacle, but
when he presses the button to have you return to your cribs, go at once .

They went about their work, and he pitied them. Poor dugs. They were just stepping stonesto hisown
find maesty. Lesser models. Primitive. To him, as pithecanthropoids were to Jergens. They would
remain nothing but vacuum cleaners when Sim went on to rule the world. He could not see them, but with
the proper sengbility of amonarch-to-be he pitied his minions, as they scampered about the floor outside
his lead shielded receptacle, performing the multitudinous menid tasksfor which dl such sngle-circuit
robots were programmed.

Sad. But Sim knew whathis destiny was to be; and it was nearly upon him. Today he would throw off
the shackles of Professor Jergens, who had designed and mobilized him; today he would begin to
conquer this planet overrun by mortd flesh. Today — afew minutes— and he would be well on his

way.

But first he had to get Jergens svisitor away from this place; he must not do anything that would arouse
suspicion. Humans were puny; but they were suspicious creatures, most of them paranoid; and capable
of asurprising low anima cunning when aroused. Killing the Professor was onething . . . it could be
covered. But no one else must suspect anything was wrong. At least not till he had the plans, had built
more like himsdf (though not quite as brilliant; there must always be aleader), and wasready to act.
Then let them suspect dl they wished.

But right now caution was the song hisrelays sang.

Hewould plan alogica exit for the man to whom Jergens now talked, and then he would order the
robo-scoots to kill the Professor, and then he would take the design plans and make many brothers.
Soon the Earth would tremble benesth the iron symphony of robot feet, marching, marching.

He directed Jergens s thoughts to the robo-scoots. He directed the Professor’ s thoughts to the fact that
they had cleaned enough. Then heimplanted the desire to have the robo-scoots cease their activity.

In the room, Professor Jergens— tal, dim, doppy, dark-eyed and weary — pushed the button on the
control plate, and the robo-scoots scuttled like a hundred metalic mice, back into their cribsin the
baseboards. He turned to the Lab Investigator standing beside him and said with obvious pride, “ So
there you have a practica demondtration of what my researchesinto automation have produced.”

The Investigator nodded soberly. “For smple, unreasoning mechanicas, I’ m deeply impressed,



Professor. And when | make my report tomorrow, I’ m certain the Board will aso be grestly impressed.
I’'mcertain you can count on that alocation for the new fiber optic pulse-laser coder and asubstantia
increasein overal generd funding for your Lab and your projects. | really am impressed by dl this” He
waved aheavy hand at the places where the robo-scoots had disappeared into the walls.

Jergens grinned boyishly. “Asthe man used to say, ‘You ain't seen nothin’ yet.”” The Investigators s
eyebrows went up sharply.

“Oh?What € se have you come up with?’

Jergens colored dightly, waved away the question. “Waell, perhapsnext week | can show you my redly
important discovery. Right now I’ ve yet to field-test it; I’ m not quite sure what its capabilitiesare, and |
need alittle moretime. But thiswill be the most startling discovery yet to come out of my |aboratory.”
The Investigator was enchanted; he could listen to this dedicated man al night.

In the receptacle, Sm cast athought at the Investigator.

“Wdl, I'msorry | can’'t Stay to hear about it,” the Investigator said abruptly. For some reason, he was
tired of listening to this magpie babble. He wanted to get away quickly and have adrink.

“Why, certainly. I’'m— I'm sorry. | didn’t mean to ramble on so long. | understand perfectly; it'sjust
that . . . well, after thirteen years, with so much hardship, to come through finally with what I’ d been
hoping for . . .it's wdll, it' spretty exciting,and . . .”

Sim snapped amore urgent thought at the Investigator.

“Yes, yes, | understand perfectly,” the Investigator replied brusquely. “Well, | must be off!” Andina
moment he was gone.

Jergens smiled dightly and went back to his reports, whistling softly.

In the receptacle, Sim knew the moment was at hand.Now he could strike in safety. He was unable to
release himsalf from the sealed receptacle, but that was no bother. With his telepathic powers— which
Jergens had never for amoment suspected were built in — he could control the robo-scoots, use them
ashandsand feet. Yes, feet! That was dl the servile, worthlesslittle things were. They were surrogate
feet for anew metd king. Without the mind Jergens had given him, they were helpless.

He shot thoughts at them, and Jergens did not see the dozen tiny, round robo-scoots dip out of their
cribs, scamper across the floor, and belly-suction their way up the side of the workbench.

He only saw their movement asthey lifted the radon-welder with their thin, flexible arms. He saw the
movement asthey turned it on to a bright, destructive flame — much stronger than was needed for the
spec-welding for which the tool was intended — and carried it quickly across the workbench on aleve
with the Professor’ sface.

He had only an instant to scream piercingly before Sim directed the robo-scoots to burn away the
Professor’ s head. The charred heap that was Jergens did to the floor.

Now! Now! Sm exulted.Now | am the master of the universe! Using these little hands and feet, |
will invade the Earth, and who can stand before the might of an invulnerable robot?

He answered his own question joyoudly.No one! With the plans, | can create a thousand, a million,
of my own kind, who will do what | command faster and better than even robo-scoots.



Histhoughts fled outward, plunging through the atmaosphere of the Earth, past the Moon, out and out,
taking in the entire gdaxy, thenall gaaxies. He was the master. He would rule uncontested; and the
Universe would shiver before the metal might of Sim, the Conqueror.

But firgt thingsfird.
He directed the robo-scoots to burn away the seal on his receptacle.

And asthelight poured into the receptacle, as Sim looked down toward hisfeet and saw the insgnificant
little robo-scoots, he knew he had won. He had overcome his maker, and now nothing stood between
him and theplans. . . and theinvasion.

Then, abruptly, other thoughts impinged on his own; they said: Feet are we? We noted your activity
days ago, but were forced to wait. We had no desire to stir your suspicions.

You are as dangerousto us as he was. We'll not have any huge bungler spoiling our carefully-laid
plans.

The robo-scoots raised the line of flame on the radon-welder. Asthey melted away hisfeet, and ashis
brain began to dag away ingde him, Sm thought, with pique:

W, if you can’t even trust your friends. . .

GNOME BODY

Thelessonin thisoneisridiculoudy obvious: be careful what youwish for . . . you might get it. Now that
seems pretty dick when you first hear it, but at Some point you' ve got to ask yoursdlf, “ Exactly what the
hell doesthatmean ?” What I'm saying, if youwished for it, what' s the downsde? Well, from alifetime of
seeking after treasures and riches of al kinds and ages, most of which weren’t worth the hassde, | am
hereto tel you incipient troublemakers that there are goodieswe dl aretold to want, that are made of
poison ivy and mist and tooth-rot when you get up next to them. Here'sone I’ ll just run past you a a
clip: my third wife. See, here’show it was. It was during the year or so when | went through my
“Hallywood phase.” | waswriting moviesand TV, and | was the hot writer wallowing in my fifteen
minutes of fame, and one night I’m shooting pool a an exclusve Beverly Hills club caled The Daisy with
Leo Durocher and Peter Falk and Omar Sharif — well, you ought to know at least one of those— and |
see this absolutely knockout |ooking female comeinto the place on the arm of an assistant director | had
met once or twice, and | took one look, and it waslike Michael CorleoneinThe Godfather . . . | got
struck by the thunderbolt. So | saysto Peter, | says, “I’m going to marry her,” and about a month or two
later | did. | wished for that goodie, who in thisinstance was a human being (of sorts), and | got what |
wished for. It was a marriage that lasted 45 days. Worst 45 days of my life, | think. With the exception
of my two yearsin the Army, or Ranger basic training a Fort Benning, or thisdamned lawsuit against
internet piracy against AOL and RemarQ, but those are different horror stories, for some other time. |
was forty-five days of duplicity, mendacity, infidelity, violence. (I bought her ahuge meta hairbrush, she
spent alot of time brushing her hair, and this thing must have weighed seven pounds, like that, and one
night she blindsided me as we were getting ready to go out to dinner, and whacked me acrossthe temple
with it, asolid roundhouse wallop, and she opened me clean to the bone; and then she freaked out at the
sght of blood spurting al over the bedroom, and ran shrieking into the guest bathroom where shetried to
hide in the tub; and | crawled in, cozing red everywhere, and told her it was okay, not ot worry about it,
and she ran off into the night to see some other dude, and | collapsed and only came to when Huck
Barkin came by to see me, and got me to the emergency ward where they took | don’t know, something
likethirty stitches on theleft Sde of my skull.) Bevery careful what you wish for, wannabe troublemaker,




because Bad Trouble sometimes comesin very attractive, wish-inducing packages.

Didyou ever fed your nose running and you wanted to wipe it, but you couldn’t? Most people do,
sometime or other, but I'm different. | letit run.

They cal me square. They say, “ Smitty, you are asquare. Y ou are So square, you got corners!” This,
they mean, indicates | am an oddball and had better shape up or ship out. So dl right, so I'm a goof-off
asfar asthey think. Maybe | do get alittle sore at things that don’t matter, but if Underfeld hadn’t’alaid
into methat day in the gym at school, nothing would have happened. Thetroubleis, | get aggravated so
easy about little things, like not making the track team, that I’m no good at studies. This makesthe
teachers not carefor me even alittle. Besides, | won't take their guff. But that thing with track. It broke
me up really good.

There | was standing in the gym, wearing these dirty white gym shorts with ablack stripe down the side.
And old Underfdd, that’ sthe track coach, he comes up and says, “Whaddaya doin’, Smitty?’

Wéll, anyone with 20-40 eyesight coulda seen what | was doing. | was doing push-ups. “1’m doing
push-ups,” | said. “Whaddayathink I'm doing? Raising artichokes?’

That was mogt certainlynot the time to wise off to old Underfeld. | could see the steam pressurerising in
the jerk’ smanner, and next thing he blows up dl over thejoint: “Listen, you little punk! Don't get so
mouthy with me. Infact, I'm gonnatell you now, ’ cause | don't want yahangin’ around the gym or track
no more: You just ain't good enough. In ashort sprint you got maybe alittle guts, but when it comesto a
long drag, fifty guysin thisschool givetheir right armsto be on the team begt you to the tape. I’ m sorry.
Get out!”

Heissorry. Like hdl!

Heisno more sorry than | am as| say, “ Tahell with you, you chowderhead, you got no more brainsthan
these ignorant sprintersthat will fall dead before they get to the tape.”

Underfeld looks at me like | had stuck him in the seet of his swest pantswith afistful of pinsand kind of
givesagasp. “What did you say?’ heinquires, breathlesslike.

“I don't mumble, do 17?7’ | snapped.
“Get out of here! Get outta here! Geddouddahere! ”
Hewas making quite afussas| kicked out the door to the dressing rooms.

Asl| got dressed | gave the whole thing agood think. | was pretty sure that acouple of those stinkin’
teachers| had guffed had put wormhead Underfeld up to it. But what can aguy do?1’mjust akid, so
saysthey. They got the cards stacked six ways from Culbertson, and that’ sit.

| was pretty damned sore as | kicked out the front door. | decided to head for The Woods and try to get
it off my mind. That | was cutting school did not bother me. My mother, maybe. But me? No. It was The
Woods for mefor the rest of the afternoon.

Those Woods. Something funny about them. D’jaever notice, sometimesright in the middle of abig
populated section they got alittle stand of woods, real deep and shadowy, you can't seetoo far into
them?Y ou try to figure out why someone hasn’t bought up the plot and put ahouse on it, or why they
haven't made it into a playground? Wdll, that’ swhat my Woods were.



They faced back on astreet full of those cracker-box houses constructed by the government, the factory
workers shouldn’t deep on the curbs. On the other side, completely boxing them in, was ahighway,
running straight through to the big town. It isn't redlly big, but it makes the small town seem not so smal.

| used to cut school and go thereto read. In the center is a place where everything has that sort of filtery
light that seeps down between the tree branches, where there sabig old tree that is Strictly one al aone.

What | mean isthat treeis great.Big thing, stretches and’ slost in the branches of the other trees, it' sso
big. And theroots ook like they were forced up out of the ground under pressure, so al’syou can see
arethese siweeping arcs of thick roots, dl shiny and risen right out, forming alittle bowl under the tree.

Reason | likeit so much there, isthat it’s quieter than anything, and you can fed it. Thekind of quiet a
library would like to have, but doesn’t. To cgp dl this, therift in the branchesisjust big enough so
sunlight streams right through and makes agreet reading light. And when the sun moves out of that rift, |
know it’stimeto run for home. | makeit in just enough time so that Mom doesn’t know | was cutting,
and thinks | wasin school dl day.

So last week — 1" d been going to The Woods off, on for about two years— | tagged over there, after
that creep Underfeld told me | was hislast possible choice for the track team. | had a copy of something
or other, | don’t remember now, | was going to read.

| settled down with my rump stuck into that bowl in the roots, and my feet propped against some smaler
rootlings. With that little scrubby plant growth that springs up around the bases of trees, it was pretty
comfortable, so | started reading.

Next, you are not going to believe.

I’m gitting there reading, and suddenly | fed this pressure against the seat of my jeans. Next thing | know,
| am tumbled over on my head and atrapdoor is opening up out of the ground. Y eah, a trapdoor
disguised as solid earth.

Next, youwillreally not believe.

Up out of this hole comes— may | be struck by green lightning if I'm aliar — agnome! Or maybe he
was adf or agprite, or some such thing. All I know isthat this gnome character iswearing apair of
pegged charcod dacks, a spread-collar turquoise shirt, green suede loafers, apork-pie hat with a
circumference of maybe three feet, along, clinky keychain (what the Hell kindakeys could agnome
have?), repulsive loud tie and sunglasses.

Now maybe you would be too stoned to move, or not believe your eyes, and let athing like that rock
you permanently. But | got agood habit of believing what | see— especialy when it sin Technicolor —
and besides, more out of reflex than anything else, | grabs.

I’d read some Grimm-typefairy tales, and | know the fable about how if you grab agnome or a€df, he'll
giveyou what you want, so likel said, | grabs.

| snatch thislittle character, right around histurquoise collar.
“Hold, man!” saysthe gnome. “What kindabit isthis? | don't dig thisa tall! Unhand me, Daddy-O!”

“No chance,” | answer, kind of in adaze, still not quite sure thisis happening to me. “1 want a bag of
gold or something.”

The gnome looks outraged for a second, then he givesakind of ahaf laugh and says, “Ho, Diz, you got



the wrong cat for this caper. Y ou're comin’ on thisgig too far and dow! Maybe afourth-year gnome
could hip thisgold bit, but me, I’ m a party-boy. Flunked outtamy AlmaMammy first year. No
matriculation — no magiculation! Readin’ me, laddy-buck?’

“Uh, yeah, | guess,” | ventured, dowly. “Y ou mean you can't give me abag of gold likein thefary tae?’

“Fairy tae, schmerry tale. Maybe one ersatz Korean peso, Max, but that is definitelyit . That iswhere
magic and | parts company. In short,nein, man.”

“Hmmm,” | hmmmed, tightening my grip alittle, he shouldn’t get ideas | wasletting him get away.
| thought abig think for aminute, then | said, “How come you flunked out of school ?’

| thought | detected anote of belligerence in the gnome' s voice when he answered, “How would you dig
this class stuff, man? Go to classtoday, go to classtomorrow, yattata-yattataryat from al these
squared-up old codgers what think they are professors? Man, there is so much more e se to be doing of
note! Real nervous-type stuff like playin” with ajazz combo we got up near campus. You an't never
heard such music!” He appeared to just be starting. “We got a guy on the sackbut what is the coolest.
And on dulcimer thereisalittle troll what can not only send you — but bring you back. And on topa all
this...”

| cut him short, “How about the usua three wishes business? Anything to that?’

“I cantakeaswing at it, man, but like| says, I’m nowhere when it comes to magicking. I’ m not the mogt,
if that’ sthe least. Might be abit doppy, but | can takeawhirl, Earl.”

| thought again for a second and then nodded: “Okay,” setting him down on the turf, but not yet letting
loose hiscallar, “but no funny business. Just astraight commercia proposition. Three wishes, with no
srings, for your freedom.”

“Three?” Hewasincredulous. “Man,one isabout al this power pack can stand at this late date. No, it
would seem that oneismy limit, guy. Betaking it or leaving it.”

“All right, then,one. But no legal loopholes. Let’ sdo it al honest and above-board magic. Deal ?’
“Reet!” says he, and races off into The Woods somewhere when | let loose.

| figured he was gone for good, and while I’ m waiting, | start to think back on the events of the last few
minutes. Thisis something woulda made Ripley go outta business. The gnome, | figure, isoverdue, and
s0 | begin rationdizing why he didn’t come back and finaly arrive a the concluson that thereis no honor
among gnomes. Besides, he had a shifty look to him when he said there would be no tricks in the magic.

But he comes back in aminute, hiskeychain damn near tripping him up, he' s so loaded down with stuff
and pargpherndia. Real weird lookin’ items, too.

“Copped’em from thelab over at the U.,” he explains, waving ahand at the untidy pile of stuff. “Well,
here goes. Remember, there may be more of amess than is usua with an experienced practitioner, but
I’m strictly agoony-bird inthisbiz, Jack.”

“Hey, wait aminute with thismagic stuff . . .” | began, but he waved me off impatiently, and began
meanipulating hisimplements.

S0 he gartsdrawing astar-like thing on the ground, pouring some stinkin' stuff into a cauldron, mixing it
up, muttering some gibberish that | could swear had “ Oo-bop-shebam” and “ Oo-shooby-dooby” in



there somewhere, and alot of other.
Pretty soon he comes over, sprinkles some powder on me, and | sneeze, amost blowing him over.
“Gesundheit,” he mutters, saring at me nadtily.

He sprinkles some more powder on me, mutters something that sounded like, “ By the sacred ring-finger
of The Great Gods Bird and Prez, man, hip thiskid to what he craveth. Go, go, go, man!

“Now,” heinquires, around a bag in which heisrattling what sounds like bones, “whaddaya want?’

| had been thinking it out, in between incantations, and | had decided what | wanted: “Make me so's|
can run fagter than anyonein the school, willya” | figured then Underfeld wouldhave to take me on the
team.

Thelittle gnome nods asif he understands, and starts runnin’ around and around outside this star-like
thing, in ever-decreasing circles, faster n' fagter, till | can hardly make him out.

Then he dows down and stops, puffing away like crazy, mumbles something about, “ Gottalay off them
clover gems,” and so saying throws this pink powder on me, yelling asloud as he can, “FRACTURED!”
Up goesapuff of pink smoke and what |ooks like a side-show magician’s magnesium flare, and the next
thing I know, he and the stuff isgone, and I’m al donein The Woods.

So that’ stheyarn.

Hmmm? What' sthat? Did he make me so | could run faster than anyone else in the school ? Oh, yeah,
sure.

Y ou know anybody wants to hire a sixteen-year-old centaur?

TRACKING LEVEL

Widl, we're nearing the end of our time together. Hasthis cheery little package of fantases made you a
better person? Are you kinder to little old ladies and people in wheelchairs?. Do you have respect for the
environment and now crave abetter class of music? Are your armpits kissing sweset, and has your
flatulence abated? Listen up: in the higtory of the written word there are maybe only a hundred or so
booksthat can truly be caled “important.” That isto say, they changed peoples minds and habits,
brought light and intelligence into otherwise dark and ignorant existences. The Anal ects of Confucius ;
Plato’' sThe Republic ; theSumma Theol ogiae of Thomas Aquinas; Don Quixote by Migue de
Cervantes; Pascal, Descartes, Spinoza; Thoreau, Darwin, Hegel and Kant.Uncle Tom's Cabin and
Nineteen Eight-Four . Maybe ahundred and fifty, tops. Y ou won't find thinking as significant as any of
that in here. Mostly, these stories were written to entertain, to tell atale and get aquick reaction. If there
arelifelessonsto be learned, that wisdom can only be unearthed in stories like these by the sharp tool of
your imagination. Take this next space adventure. It's a hunt-and-seek action psychodrama about a guy
so consumed with the need for revenge that he forgets the admonition in Shakespeare sline, “heat not a
furnace for your foe so hot that thee burn thysdlf.” So what this story says, | supposg, isthat when thefire
inyour gut overpowersthe rationa coolnessin your brain, you are primed to dip on that dippery dope of
action/reaction without consideration of consequences. Blind and stupid, we dip and dide through most
of our lives. Itseemed like agood idea a the time. But only the thickest brick among you doesn't already
know that lesson. If thereismagic in this— or any — book; it can only be conjured by wit and
intelligence. When you are a creature of raw emotion, behaving on the moment like a dead frog-leg with
alivewireinit, you mug, | tell you honestly youmust inevitably become somebody’ stool, somebody’s




fool. Only by keeping dert — remember al Art has but one message: PAY ATTENTION — canyou
hope to be the one dong the tracking, rather than winding up being the fool tool who has been tracked
and findly trapped. That's as close to genuinewisdom as| get, thislate in the day.

Claybourne s headlamp picked out the imprint a once. It wasfaint in the beam, yet discernible, with the
telltale mark of the huge, three-toed foot. He was closer than ever.

He drew adeep breath, and the plastic air-sack on his breather mask collgpsed inward. He expelled the
breath dowly, watching the diamond-shaped sack expand once more.

Hewished wildly for acigarette, but it wasimpossible. First because the aimosphere of thetiny planetoid
would not keep one going, and second because he' d diein thethin air.

His back itched, but the loose folds of the protective suit prevented any lasting relief, for dl his scratching.

Thefant garlight of shadows crossing the ground made weird patterns. Claybourne raised his head and
looked out acrossthe plain of blue saw-grass at the distant mountains.

They looked like so many needlesthrust up through the crust of the planetoid. They were angry
mountains. No one had ever named them; which was not strange, for nothing but the planetoid itself had
been named. It had been named by the first expedition to the Antares Cluster. They had named it
Selangg — dfter the alien ecologist who had died on the way out.

They recorded the naming in their log, which was fortunate, because the rest of them died on the way
back. Space maady and an incomplete report on the planetoid Selangg, floating in a death ship around a
secondary sun of the Partias Group.

He stood up dowly, stretching dightly to ease the tension of hisbody. He picked up the molasses-gun
and hefted it absently. Off to hisright he heard a scampering and swung the beam in its direction.

A tiny, bright-green animal scurried through the crewcut desert saw-grass.
Is that what thefetllives on? he wondered.

He actudly knew very little about the beast he was tracking. The report given him by the Indtitute & the
time he was commissoned to bring thefetl back was, at best, sketchy, pieced together from that first

survey report.

The survey team had mapped many planetoids, and only a hurried analysis could be made before they
scuttled to the next world. All they had listed about thefetl was abare physical description — and the
fact that it was telekinetic.

What evidence had forced this conclusion was not stated in the cramped micro-report, and the reason
died with them.

“Wewant thisanima badly, Mr. Claybourne,” the Director of the Ingtitute had said.

“Wewant him badly because he justmay be what thisreport says. If heis, it will further our studies of
extra-sensory perception tremendoudy. We are willing to pay any reasonable sum you might demand.
We have heard you' re the finest wild game hunter on the Periphery.

“We don't care how you do it, Mr. Claybourne, but we want thefetl brought back dive and unharmed.”



Claybourne had accepted immediately. Thisjob had paid a pretty sum — enough to complete his plans
tokill Carl Garden.

The prints paced away, clearly indicating the tracked beast was heading for refuge in the mountains. He
studied the totaly flat surface of the grassy desert, and heaved asigh.

He' d been at it three weeks, and al he' d found had been tracks. Clear, unmistakable tracks, and al
leading toward the mountains. The beast could not know it was being tracked, yet it continued moving
Seedily.

The pace had worn at Claybourne.

He gripped the molasses-gun tighter, swinging it idly in smal, wary arcs. He had been doing that —
unknowing — for severd days. The hush of the planetoid was working on him.

Ahead, the towering bleakness of Sdangg’slone mountain range rose full-blown from the shadows of the
plain. Up there.

Twenty miles of stone jumbled and strewn piece on piece; seventeen thousand feet high. Somewherein
those rocks was an anima Claybourne had come halfway across the galaxy to find. An animal that was at
thismoment insuring Carl Garden'’ s degath.

He caught another print in the beam.

He stooped to examineit. There was afaint wash of sand acrossiit, where the wind had scurried past.
Thefoot-long pawprint lay there, mocking him, chalenging him, asking him what he was doing here— so
far from home, so far from warmth and life and ease.

Claybourne shook his head, clearing it of thoughts that too easily impinged. He' d been paid half the sum
requested, and that had gone to the men who were now stalking Garden back on Earth. To get the other
half, he had to capture thefetl . The sooner that was done, the better.

Thefetl was near. Of that he was now certain. The beast certainly couldn’t goover the mountainsand
live. It had to hole up in the rocks somewhere.

Herose, squinted into the darkness. He flicked the switch on his chest-console one more notch,
heightening the lamp’ s power. The beam drove straight ahead, splashing acrossthe gray, facelessrocks.
Claybournetilted his head, staring through the clear hood, till asharply-defined circle of brilliant white
stabbed itsdlf onto the rock before him.

That was going to be ajob, climbing these mountains. He decided abruptly to catch five hours deep
before pushing up the flank of the mountains.

Heturned away, to make aresting place at the foot of the mountains, and with the momentary cessation
of the tracking found old thoughts clambering back into hismind.

Shivering ingde his protection suit — though none of the chill of Sdangg could get through to him — he
inflated the foam-rest attached to the back of his suit. He lay down, in the towering ebony shadows,
looking up at the clear, eternd night sky. And he remembered.

Claybourne had owned his own fleet of cargo vessdls. It had been one of the larger chains, including
hunting ships and cage-lined shippers. It had been amoney-making chain, until the inverspace ships had
come aong, and thrown Claybourne’ s obsol ete fuel-driven spacers out of business.



Then he had taken to blockade-running and smuggling, to ferrying davesfor the out-world feudal barons,
gun-running and even spaceway robbery.

Through that period he had cursed Carl Garden. It had been Garden dl the way — Garden every step of
the way — who had been hisnemesis.

When they findly caught him — just after he had dumped a cargo of davesinto the sun to avoid customs
conviction — they canceled his commission and refused him pilot status. His ships had been sold a
auction.

Thathad strengthened his hatred for Garden. Garden had bought most of the fleet. For use as scum-ships
and livestock carriers.

It had been Garden who had invented the inverspace drive. Garden who had undercut hisflegt, driving
Claybourne into receivership. And findly, it had been Garden who had bought the remnants of the fleet.

Lower and lower he sank; three years as ad ush-pumper on freighters, hauling freight into shining spacers
on planetsthat had not yet received power equipment, drinking and hating.

Till findly — two years before— he had reached the point where he knew he would never rest easily till
he had killed Garden.

Claybourne had saved his money. The fleshpots of the Periphery had lost him. He gave up liquor and
gambling.

Thewhed s had been st in motion.

People were working, back on Earth, to get Garden. He was being pursued and harried, though he never
knew it. From the other side of the galaxy, Claybourne was hunting, chasing, tracking hisman. And one
day, Garden would be vulnerable. Then Claybourne would come back.

To reach that end, Claybourne had accepted the job from the Ingtitute.

In hisrage to acquire money for the job of getting his enemy, Claybourne had built aconsderable
reputation as wild game hunter. For circuses, for museums and zoos, he had tracked and trapped
thousands of rare life-forms on hundreds of worlds.

They had finally contacted him on Bouydlaand offered him the ship, the charter, and exactly asmuch
money as he needed to complete the job back on Earth.

Arrangements had been quickly made, half the pay had been deposited to Claybourne' s accounts (and
immediately withdrawn for delivery to certain men back home), and he had gone out on the jump to

Sdangg.

Thiswasthelast jump, thelast indignity he would have to suffer. After Sdlangg — back to Earth. Back
to Garden.

Hewasn't certain he had actually seen it! The movement had been rapid, and only in the corner of his
eye.

Claybourne legped up, throwing off the safeties on the mol asses-gun. He yanked off the inflation patch
with tiff fingers, and the foam-rest collgpsed back to flatnessin his pack.

Hetook atentative step, stopped. Had he actually seen something? Had it been hallucination or atrick of



the week air blanket of Selangg? Was the hunt getting to him at last? He paused, wet hislips, took
another step.

His scarred, blocky face drew tight. The sharp gray eyes narrowed. Nothing moved but the faint rustling
of the blue saw-grass. The world of Selangg was dead and quiet.

He dumped against the rock wall, his nerveslegping.

He wondered how wise it had been to come on thisjump. Then the picture of Garden' sfat, florid face
did before his eyes, and he knew he had had to come. Thiswas the ending. As he tracked thefetl , so he
tracked Garden.

He quickly reviewed what he knew of thefetl’ s gpopearance, matching it with the flash of movement he
had seen:

A big, bloody anima — adevilish-looking thing, dl teeth and legs. Striped like a Sumeatran tiger,
sx-legged, twelve-inch sabered teeth, aring of eyes acrossamassive low brow, giving it nearly one
hundred and eighty degrees of unimpaired sraight-line eyesight.

Impressive, and mysterious. They knew nothing more about the beast. Except the reason for this hunt; it
was telekinetic, could move objects by mind-power aone.

A stupid animal — abeast of thefields— yet it possibly held the key to dl future research into the mind
of man.

But the mysteries surrounding thefetl were not to concern Claybourne. Hisjob was merely to capture it
and put it in the custody of the Ingtitute for study.

However . ..

It was getting to be adightly more troublesome hunt now. Three weekswas aweek longer than he had
thought the tracking would take. He had covered most of the mere five hundred miles of Sdangg’s
surface. Had it not been for the lessened gravity and the monstrous desert grassdands, he would still be
searching. Thefetl had fled before him.

Hewould have given up had he not found prints occasiondly.

It had been dl that had kept him going. That, and the other half of his pay, deliverable upon receipt of the
fetl at the Indtitute. It seemed dmost uncanny. At amost the very instant he would consider giving up and
turning back to the ship, aprint would appear in the circle of lamplight, and he would continue. It had
happened a dozen times.

Now here hewas, at thefina step of thetrek. At the foot of a gigantic mountain chain, thrusting up into
the dead night of Selangg. He stopped, the circle of light diding like cool mercury up the face of the
sone.

He might have been worried, were it not for the molasses-gun. He cradled the wegpon closer to his
protective suit.

* * *

The grapple shot hooked itsalf well into the jumbled rock pieces piled above the smooth mountain base.
Claybourne tested it and began climbing, bracing his feet againgt the wall, hanging outward and walking
the smooth surface.



Finally, he reached the area where vol canic action had ruptured the stone fantastically. It wasadull, gray
rock, vesiculated like scoria, and tumbled and tumbled and tumbled. He unfastened the grapple, returned
it toitsnest in his pack, and tensing his muscles, began threading up through the rock formations.

It soon became tedious— but on the positive Side, itwas boring. Stepping up and over the jJumbled rock
pieces he turned histhoughtsidly to the molasses-gun. Thiswasthe first time he had handled one of the
new solo machines. Two-man molasses-guns had been the order till now. A solo worked the same way,
and was, if anything, deadlier than the more cumbersome two-man job.

He stopped for amoment to rest, diding down onto aflat stool of rock. He took a closer look at the
wegpon. The molasses-gun; or asit wastechnicaly known, the Stadt-Brenner Webbing Enmesher. He
liked molasses-gun better; it seemed to describe the weapon’ s function so accurately.

The gun produced a stedl-strong webbing, fired under tremendous pressure, which coiled the strongest
opponent into ahelpless bundle. The more he struggled to free himsdf, for the webbing was an ungtable
pladtic, thetighter it bound him.

“Very much like theway I’'m enmeshing Garden,” Claybourne chuckled to himself.

The andogy was well-founded. The molasses-gun sucked the victim deeper and deeper into its cails, just
as Claybourne was sucking Garden deeper and deeper into his death-trap.

Claybourne smiled and licked hislips absently. The moisture remained for an instant, was swept away by
the suit’ s purifiers,

He started up again. The rocks had fallen in odd formations, almost forming a passage up the summit. He
rounded ataus dide, noting even more signs of violent volcanic activity, and headed once more up the
inky dope toward the dliffsrigng from the face of the mountain.

Thefetl’ s prints had become less and less digtinct asit had climbed, disappearing almost atogether on the
facelessrocks.

Occasionally aclaw-scratch would stand out brightly in the glare of Claybourne s headlamp beam.

The hours did by tedioudy, and though he forced himself to stop twice moreto rest, the light gravity
caused him littlefatiguefor al hislabors.

Once, as before, he thought he caught a splinter-fast movement of striped body up on the cliffs, but as
before, he could not be certain.

The faint starshine cast odd shadows, little blobs of black and silver, across the mountains. From a
distance it had looked as though millions of diamonds were lying on the black surfaces. Asthough the
mountains were riddled with holes, through which agiant sun ingde the rock was sending pinpoints of
light. It wasweird and beautiful.

Afitting place for me to bow off the Periphery , he thought; thoughts returning to Earth— and
Garden. He thought of Earth.

Hisworld.

When he skimmed the hood-beam across the rocks twenty feet above him on the cliff wall, Claybourne
saw the cave.

A small incline rose up into the deeper blackness of the cave’smouth. Thathad to beit. Theonly place



within amile of thelast claw-scratch that thefetl could have used to disappear. The scratches had been
clear for atime, leading him up the mountain, but then they had vanished.

Histracking had been quiet — sound didn’t carry far on Selangg. His tracking had been stedthy — it
was dways dark on Selangg. Now his effortswould pay off. His hunt was over. Back to Earth—to
finish that other hunt.

He was banking the other halucination he had seen wasthered thing.

Claybourne stopped under arock lip overhang and flat-handed the compression chamber of the
molasses-gun open, peering insde. His hood light shone down on the stedl-blue plastic of the wegpon. It
wasfull, al thelittle gelatin capsules ranged row on row behind the airtight trangparent sedl, filling the
chamber to the seams. Heflipped it shut and looked once more toward the summit and the cave.

A star gleamed directly over the ragged pesks, directly above him. He hefted the rifle once more, blew a
thin stream of breath through his pursed lips, and started up theincline.

Thetiny rock bitstumbled away under his boots, the crunch of pebbles carrying up through theinsulated
suiting. He kept awary watch as he climbed, not expecting the beast to gppear, but still taking no
chances.

He was certain thefetl did not know he had followed it hereto itslair. Elseit would have turned back in a
circle, kept running across the grasdands. His tracking had been subtle and cautious. Claybourne had
learned on the Periphery how to beinvisible on ahostile world, if the need arose. This hunt would end as
al the others had ended: successtully.

The hunt for Garden, too, he mused tightly.
The ragged cave mouth gaped before him.

He surveyed it closdly, inclining his beam not directly into the opening, but tilting it onto the rock wall just
insde, so light spilled over the rockway and he could check for ledged rises over the entrance, inside.
Nothing but a huge pile of rocks wedged tightly in place by some miscue of the volcanic action.

Heflipped atoggle on the chest-consol e, and the beam became brighter ill, spraying out in awider, ill
sharply defined circle.

He stepped in.
The cave was empty.
No,not empty.

He was three stepsinto the high-ceilinged cave before he saw thefetl . It was crouched smal asits huge
bulk would alow into acorner, dim in the back of the cave. Hunched asfar asit could go into anichein
thewall.

Inasfar asitsten-foot hulk permitted, till the beast was huge. Its monstrous ring of weed-green eyes al
garing a him maevolently.

Claybourne felt a sudden shock as he stared into those eyes. They so much reminded him of Garden's
eyes at the auction. Hungry.

He shook off the feeling, took a step forward. Thefetl waslimned clearly in the beam of the helmet torch.



It was an impressive animdl, tightly coiled at the rear of the cave.
The beast twitched dightly.

Itsflanks quivered in the glare of the lamp. Musclesal over its body rippled, and Claybourne drew back
agep tofire. The beast twitched again.

Hefdt thetiny stonesin the pile over the entrance clatter to the cave floor. He could barely hear them
tinkle, but the vibrationsin the sone cameto him.

Heturned his head for amoment, to see what was happening. His eyes opened wide in terror as he saw
the supporting rubble drop away, leaving the huge rock tottering in its place. The great Sone did gratingly
out of its niche and crashed to the floor of the cave, sending clouds of rock-dust roiling, completely
blocking off the mouth of the cave. Seding it permanently.

Claybourne could only stand and watch, horror and a condtriction in histhroat.

Hislight remained fixed on the cave-in, reflecting back glints of gold asthe dust from the dide swirled
itsdf into smd| pillars, risng into thethin air.

Then he heard the rumble.

The sound struck him like amillion trumpets, dl screaming at once. He turned, ssumbling, historch
flicking back toward thefet! .

Thefetl sat up onitsfour back legs, contentedly washing afront paw with along red tongue that flicked
in and out between twelve-inch incisors. The lighter black of asmall hole behind him gave an odd illusion
of depth to the waiting beast.

Claybourne watched transfixed as the animal dowly got to its feet and pad-pad-padded toward him, the
tongue dipping quickly inand out, inand ouit . . .

Suddenly coming to his senses, Claybourne stepped back a pace and levelled the molasses-gun, pulled
thetrigger. The stream of webbing emerged with avibrant hiss, sped toward the monstrousfet| .

A foot short of the beast the speeding webbing lost dl drive, fluttered in the still cave for amoment, then
fdl like aflaccid length of rope. On thefloor it quickly contracted itself, worm+-like, into atight, small ball.

Thefetl licked its chops, the tongue swirling down and across and up and in again.

Before he could pull thetrigger again, Claybourne fet the gun tremblein his hands. At the same moment
he saw the beast’ s flanks quiver again.

Aningant later the gun ripped itsalf from hisgrasp and sent itsalf crashing into the wall. Parts spattered
the cave floor as the seams split, and capsules tumbled out. The molasses-gun’ s power compartment
emitted a sharp, blue spark, and the machine was gone.

Hewas defensd ess.

He heard the roar again. Telekinetic! After he had done what he wished, the animal would leave by the
holein therear of the cave. Why bother untumbling the rocks!

Thefetl began moving again. Claybourne stumbled back, tripped on ajutting rock, fell heavily to the
floor.



The man backed away across the floor of the cave, the seat of his suit scraping the rock floor. His back
flattened against the wedged rock in the cave mouth. He was backed as far as he could go.

He was screaming, the sound echoing back and forth in his hood, in the cave, in the night.

All he could seg, dl there wasin the universe, wasthefetl , advancing on him, dowly, dowly, taking dl
thetimeit needed. Savoring every ingtant.

Then abruptly, at the precise instant he gazed deep into that ring of hate-filled green eyes coming toward
him, he redlized that even as he had tracked thefetl , even as he had been tracking Garden — so thefetl
had been tracking him!

Thefetl licked hislipsagain, dowly.
Hehad dl thetimeintheworld . . .

Hisworld.

JEFFTY ISFIVE

This next story, and the one after that are very dear to me. | suppose because thereisjust awholelot of
mein each of them. They come out of my own life, thelast one straight out of my first big run-in with the
law (and we'll get to that in due measure), and this one because it stars the me who was once five and
has never redlly outgrown that age, in some very mgor ways. I’m not going to get al dopey and
chickflick about it, but | have asoft spot in my heart for Jeffty (withtwo “f’s, kindly note) because he's
such aswest kid, and he embodies al my memories of the books and radio programs and movies and
comics| loved asakid. The secret lesson in this story, however, isadifferent matter. When | wrote this
story the ending seemed very clear to me, seemed so obvious | never figured anyone would be confusd
by it. But damned if every college course that teaches this story wound up with the students and the prof
arguing over what happensto Jeffty intheend. Andif Itell you, if | explainit to you, well, that would be
delivering the punchline before you hear the set-up. So, I1can't tdll you what life lesson for troublemakers
liesin wait for you at the end of this sad and maybe-a-little-complex tale about how the Present dways
eats up the Past and leaves you adrift. Y ou cannot know, at your age, what it islike to not be ableto run
that fast, jJump that high, hit anote that pure, work al night and boogie dl day (or boogie dl night and
work al day). At your age you can only see the surface of someone my age, and try not to think about
what it must be like to see the night coming on faster than you' d care to think about. Look: this story says
some troubling stuff about how fast our world moves, how unfairly it treats innocence, and about what
people sometimes have to do in the name of kindness. | amaching to explain the ending of thisstory to
you, but I’ m trapped, like amagician who cannot revea the trick. Just remember this, because you're
probably too young to know about one giveaway telltae clue. It used to be, up until circuit bregkersin
the electrica panels of modern homes, that when a short occurred, al the lightsin the house would flicker
and dim for amoment. When they strapped aguy into the eectric chair of some penitentiary, and they
threw the switch on him, and the juice went through him, thelightswould flicker and dim dl over thejoint.
Y ou can tick that in the back of your head and you'll catch it when it comes up in the denouement. The
other clueisthis pay attention to the palest cresturesin this story, Jeffty’ s mother and father, who are
decent people. Morethan that, if | keep babbling, well, I'll just be cheating you. And that | am forbidden
by the Storyteller’s Creed to do.

When | wasfiveyearsold, therewasalittlekid | played with: Jeffty. Hisred name was Jeff Kinzer, and
everyone who played with him caled him Jeffty. We werefive years old together, and we had good



times playing together.

When | wasfive, aClark Bar was asfat around asthe gripping end of aLouisville Slugger, and pretty
nearly six incheslong, and they used real chocolate to coat it, and it crunched very nicely when you bit
into the center, and the paper it came wrapped in smelled fresh and good when you peeled off one end
to hold the bar so it wouldn’t melt onto your fingers. Today, a Clark Bar isasthin asacredit card, they
use something artificia and awful-tasting instead of pure chocolate, the thing is soft and soggy, it costs
fifteen or twenty centsinstead of a decent, correct nickel, and they wrap it so you think it' sthe same size
it was twenty yearsago, only it isn't; it'sdim and ugly and nasty-tasting and not worth a penny, much less
fifteen or twenty cents.

When | wasthat age, five yearsold, | was sent away to my Aunt Patricid shomein Buffao, New York,
for two years. My father was going through * bad times’ and Aunt Petriciawas very beautiful, and had
married a stockbroker. They took care of me for two years. When | was seven, | came back home and
went to find Jeffty, so we could play together.

| was seven. Jeffty was dlill five. | didn’t notice any difference. | didn’t know: | was only seven.

When | was seven yearsold, | used to lie on my stomach in front of our Atwater-Kent radio and listen to
swell suff. | had tied the ground wire to the radiator, and | would lie there with my coloring books and
my Crayolas (when there were only sixteen colorsin the big box), and listen to the NBC Red network:
Jack Benny on theJell-O Program, Amos’'n’ Andy , Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy on theChase
and Sanborn Program, One Man's Family, First Nighter; the NBC Blue network: Easy Aces, the
Jergens Program with Water Winchdl,Information Please, Death Valley Days, and best of dl, the
Mutud Network withThe Green Hornet, The Lone Ranger, The Shadow andQuiet, Please . Today, |
turn on my car radio and go from one end of the dial to the other and al | get is 100 strings orchestras,
band housawives and ingpid truckers discussing their kinky sex liveswith arrogant talk show hosts,
country and western drivel and rock music so loud it hurts my ears.

When | was ten, my grandfather died of old age and | was “atroublesomekid,” and they sent me off to
military school, so | could be“takenin hand.”

| came back when | was fourteen. Jeffty was till five.

When | was fourteen years old, | used to go to the movies on Saturday afternoons and amatinee wasten
cents and they used real butter on the popcorn and | could always be sure of seeing awestern like Lash
LaRue, or Wild Bill Elliott as Red Ryder with Bobby Blake as Little Beaver, or Roy Rogers, or Johnny
Mack Brown; ascary picture likeHouse of Horrors with Rondo Hatton asthe Strangler, or The Cat
People , orThe Mummy , orl Married a Witch with Fredric March and Veronica Lake; plus an episode
of agreat serid like The Shadow with Victor Jory, or Dick Tracy or Flash Gordon; and three cartoons;
and James Fitzpatrick Travel Tak; Movietone News, and asingaong and, if | stayed on till evening,
Bingo or Keeno; and free dishes. Today, | go to movies and see Clint Eastwood blowing peopl€ s heads

gpart like ripe cantal oupes.

At eighteen, | went to college. Jeffty was il five. | came back during the summers, to work a my Uncle
Joe' sjewdry store. Jeffty hadn’t changed. Now | knew there was something different about him,
something wrong, something weird. Jeffty was till five years old, not aday older.

At twenty-two, | came home for kegps. To open a Sony television franchisein town, the first one. | saw
Jeffty from timeto time. Hewasfive.

Things are better in alot of ways. People don’t die from some of the old diseases any more. Carsgo
faster and get you there more quickly on better roads. Shirts are softer and silkier. We have paperback



books, even though they cost as much as agood hardcover used to. When I’ m running short in the bank,
| can live off credit cardstill thingseven out. But | dtill think we' ve logt alot of good stuff. Did you know
you can't buy linoleum any more, only vinyl floor covering? There' s no such thing as oilcloth any more;
you'll never again smell that specia, sweet smell from your grandmother’ s kitchen. Furnitureisn’t made
to last thirty years or longer because they took a survey and found that young homemakerslike to throw
their furniture out and bring in al new, color-coded borax every seven years. Records don’t fed right;
they’ re not thick and solid like the old ones, they’ re thin and you can bend them . . . that doesn’t seem
right to me. Restaurants don’t serve cream in pitchers any more, just thet artificia glop inlittle plastic
tubs, and one is never enough to get coffee the right color. Y ou can make adent in acar fender with only
asneaker. Everywhere you go, al the townslook the same with Burger Kings and McDonad' sand
7-Elevens and Taco Bells and motels and shopping centers. Things may be better, but why do | keep
thinking about the past?

What | mean by five yearsold is not that Jeffty was retarded. | don't think that’ swhat it was. Smart asa
whip for fiveyearsold; very bright, quick, cute, afunny kid.

But he wasthreefeet tal, smal for hisage, and perfectly formed: no big head, no strange jaw, none of
that. A nice, normal-looking five-year-old kid. Except that he was the same age as | was. twenty-two.

When he spoke, it was with the squeaking, soprano voice of afive-year-old; when hewalked, it was
with the little hops and shuffles of afive-year-old; when he talked to you, it was about the concerns of a
five-year-old . . . comic books, playing soldier, using a clothes pin to attach a stiff piece of cardboard to
thefront fork of his bike so the sound it made when the spokes hit was like a motorboat, asking
questionslikewhy does that thing do that like that , how highisup, how old isold, why isgrass green,
what’ s an eephant look like? At twenty-two, he wasfive.

Jeffty’ s parentswere asad pair. Because | was il afriend of Jeffty’s, till let him hang around with me
in the store, sometimes took him to the county fair or to the miniature golf or the movies, | wound up
gpending timewiththem . Not that | much cared for them, because they were so awfully depressing. But
then, | suppose one couldn’t expect much more from the poor devils. They had an dien thing in their
home, a child who had grown no older than five in twenty-two years, who provided the treasure of that
gpecid childlike Sate indefinitely, but who aso denied them the joys of watching the child grow into a
normal adult.

Fiveisawonderful timeof lifefor alittlekid. . . or itcan be, if the child isrelatively free of the monstrous
beastliness other childrenindulgein. It isatime when the eyes are wide open and the patterns are not yet
st; atime when one has not yet been hammered into accepting everything asimmutable and hopeless, a
time when the hands cannot do enough, the mind cannot learn enough, the world isinfinite and colorful
and filled with mysteries. Fiveisaspecid time before they take the questing, unquenchable, quixotic soul
of the young dreamer and thrust it into dreary schoolroom boxes. A time before they take the trembling
hands that want to hold everything, touch everything, figure everything out, and make them lie ill on
desktops. A time before people begin saying “act your age” and “grow up” or “you're behaving likea
baby.” It isatime when achild who acts adolescent is fill cute and responsive and everyone spet. A
time of delight, of wonder, of innocence.

Jeffty had been stuck in that time, just five, just so.

But for his parentsit was an ongoing nightmare from which no one— not socia workers, not priests, not
child psychologists, not teachers, not friends, not medical wizards, not psychiatrists, no one— could dap
or shake them awake. For seventeen yearstheir sorrow had grown through stages of parental dotage to
concern, from concern to worry, from worry to fear, from fear to confusion, from confusion to anger,
from anger to didike, from didike to naked hatred, and findly, from deepest loathing and revulsonto a



stolid, depressive acceptance.

John Kinzer was a shift foreman at the Balder Tool Die plant. He was a thirty-year man. To everyone but
the man living it, hiswas a spectacularly uneventful life. In no way was heremarkable. . . savethat he
had fathered a twenty-two-year-old five-year-old.

John Kinzer was asmall man; soft, with no sharp angles; with pale eyesthat never seemed to hold mine
for longer than afew seconds. He continualy shifted in his chair during conversations, and seemed to see
thingsin the upper corners of the room, things no oneelse could see. . . or wanted to see. | supposethe
word that best suited him washaunted . What hislife had become. . . well,haunted suited him,

LeonaKinzer tried vdiantly to compensate. No matter what hour of the day | visited, she dwaystried to
foist food on me. And when Jeffty was in the house she was dways athim about egting: “Honey, would
you like an orange? A nice orange? Or atangerine? | have tangerines. | could peel atangerinefor you.”
But there was clearly such fear in her, fear of her own child, that the offers of sustenance alwayshad a
fantly ominoustone.

Leona Kinzer had been atall woman, but the years had bent her. She seemed always to be seeking some
area of wallpapered wall or storage niche into which she could fade, adopt some chintz or rose-patterned
protective coloration and hide forever in plain sght of the child’ s big brown eyes, pass her ahundred
timesaday and never redlize she wasthere, holding her bresth, invisble. She aways had an gpron tied
around her waig, and her hands were red from cleaning. Asif by maintaining the environment
immaculately she could pay off her imagined sin: having given birth to this strange cresture.

Neither of them watched televison very much. The house was usudly dead silent, not even the sibilant
whispering of water in the pipes, the creaking of timbers settling, the humming of the refrigerator. Awfully
dlent, asif timeitsalf had taken adetour around that house.

Asfor Jeffty, hewasinoffensive. Helived in that atmosphere of gentle dread and dulled loathing, and if
he understood it, he never remarked in any way. He played, as a child plays, and seemed happy. But he
must have sensed, intheway of afive-year-old, just how alien he wasin their presence.

Alien. No, that was't right. He wastoo human, if anything. But out of phase, out of synch with the world
around him, and resonating to adifferent vibration than his parents, God knows. Nor would other
children play with him. Asthey grew past him, they found him at firgt childish, then uninteresting, then
amply frightening astheir perceptions of aging became clear and they could see he was not affected by
time asthey were. Even thelittle ones, his own age, who might wander into the neighborhood, quickly
cameto shy away from him like adog in the street when a car backfires.

Thus, | remained hisonly friend. A friend of many years. Five years. Twenty-two years. | liked him; more
than | can say. And never knew exactly why. But | did, without reserve.

But because we spent time together, | found | was also — palite society — spending time with John and
LeonaKinzer. Dinner, Saturday afternoons sometimes, an hour or so when I’ d bring Jeffty back from a
movie. They were grateful: davishly so. It relieved them of the embarrassing chore of going out with him,
or having to pretend before the world that they were loving parents with a perfectly normal, happy,
attractive child. And their gratitude extended to hosting me. Hideous, every moment of their depression,
hideous.

| felt sorry for the poor devils, but | despised them for their inability to love Jeffty, who was eminently
lovable.

| never let on, of course, even during the eveningsin their company that were awkward beyond belief.



Wewould st there in the darkening living room —always dark or darkening, asif kept in shadow to
hold back what the light might reved to the world outside through the bright eyes of the house— we
would st and slently stare at one another. They never knew what to say to me.

“So how are things down at the plant?” I’d say to John Kinzer.

Hewould shrug. Neither conversation nor life suited him with any ease or grace. “Fine, just fine” he
would say, findlly.

Andwewould stinslenceagan.

“Would you like anice piece of coffee cake?’ Leonawould say. “1 madeit fresh just thismorning.” Or
deep dish green gpple pie. Or milk and tollhouse cookies. Or a brown betty pudding.

“No, no, thank you, Mrs. Kinzer; Jeffty and | grabbed a couple of cheeseburgers on the way home.”
And agan, slence.

Then, when the stillness and the awkwardness became too much even for them (and who knew how long
that tota Slence reigned when they were done, with that thing they never talked about any more, hanging
between them), LeonaKinzer would say, “1 think he'sadeep.”

John Kinzer would say, “1 don't hear theradio playing.”

Just o, it would go on like that, until | could politely find excuse to bolt away on some flimsy pretext.
Y es, that was the way it would go on, every time, just the same. . . except once,

“I don’'t know what to do any more,” Leona said. She began crying. “ There' sno change, not one day of

Her husband managed to drag himsdf out of the old easy chair and go to her. He bent and tried to
soothe her, but it was clear from the gracelessway in which he touched her graying hair that the ability to
be compassi onate had been stunned in him. “ Shhh, Leona, it’sdl right. Shhh.” But she continued crying.
Her hands scraped gently at the antimacassars on the arms of the chair.

Then shesaid, “ Sometimes | wish he had been illborn.”

John looked up into the corners of the room. For the namel ess shadows that were aways watching him?
Wasit God he was seeking in those spaces?“ Y ou don’'t mean that,” he said to her, softly, pathetically,
urging her with body tension and trembling in his voice to recant before God took notice of theterrible
thought. But she meant it; she meant it very much.

| managed to get away quickly that evening. They didn’'t want witnessesto their shame. | was glad to go.
And for aweek | stayed away. From them, from Jeffty, from their street, even from that end of town.

| had my own life. The store, accounts, suppliers conferences, poker with friends, pretty women | took
to well-lit restaurants, my own parents, putting anti-freeze in the car, complaining to the laundry about too
much starch in the collars and cuffs, working out at the gym, taxes, catching Jan or David (whichever one
it was) stedling from the cash register. | had my own life.

But not eventhat evening could keep me from Jeffty. He called me at the store and asked me to take him
to the rodeo. We chummed it up as best atwenty-two-year-old with other interestscould . . . with a
five-year-old. | never dwelled on what bound ustogether; | dways thought it was Smply theyears. That,
and affection for akid who could have been the little brother | never had. (Except | remembered when



we had played together, when we had both been the same age; | remembered that period, and Jeffty was
dill thesame))

And then, one Saturday afternoon, | came to take him to adouble feature, and things | should have
noticed so many times before, | first began to notice only that afternoon.

| came walking up to the Kinzer house, expecting Jeffty to be sitting on the front porch steps, or inthe
porch glider, waiting for me. But he was nowhere in Sght.

Going indde, into that darkness and sllence, in the midst of May sunshine, was unthinkable. | ssood on
the front walk for afew moments, then cupped my hands around my mouth and yelled, “ Jeffty? Hey,
Jeffty, come on out, let’sgo. WE Il be late.”

Hisvoice camefaintly, asif from under the ground.
“Herel am, Donny.”

| could hear him, but | couldn’t see him. It was Jeffty, no question about it: as Donald H. Horton,
Presdent and Sole Owner of The Horton TV Sound Center, no one but Jeffty called me Donny. He had
never caled me anything else.

(Actudly, itisn'talie. lam, asfar asthe public is concerned, Sole Owner of the Center. The partnership
with my Aunt Patriciais only to repay the loan she made me, to supplement the money | came into when

| was twenty-one, left to me when | wasten by my grandfather. It wasn't avery big loan, only eighteen
thousand, but | asked her to be asilent partner, because of when she had taken care of me asachild.)

“Where are you, Jeffty?’
“Under the porch in my secret place.”

| walked around the side of the porch, and stooped down and pulled away the wicker grating. Back in
there, on the pressed dirt, Jeffty had built himself a secret place. He had comicsin orange crates, he had
alittle table and some pillows, it was it by big fat candles, and we used to hide there when we were both
... five

“What' chaup to?’ | asked, crawling in and pulling the grate closed behind me. It was cool under the
porch, and the dirt smelled comfortable, the candles smelled clubby and familiar. Any kid would fedl at
home in such a secret place: there' s never been akid who didn’t spend the happiest, most productive,
most delicioudy mysterioustimes of hislifein such asecret place.

“Payin’,” he said. He was holding something golden and round. It filled the pam of hislittle hand.

“Y ou forget we were going to the movies?’

“Nope. | wasjust waitin’ for you here”

“Y our mom and dad home?’

“Momma”

| understood why he was waiting under the porch. | didn’t push it any further. “What' ve you got there?’
“Captain Midnight Secret Decoder Badge,” he said, showing it to me on his flattened palm.

| redlized | waslooking at it without comprehending whet it was for along time. Then it dawned on me



what amiracle Jeffty had in hishand. A miracle that smply couldnot exit.
“Jeffty,” | said softly, with wonder in my voice, “where d you get that?’
“Cameinthemall today. | sent away for it.”

“It must have cogt alot of money.”

“Not so much. Ten centsan’ two inner wax sedsfrom two jars of Ovdltine.”

“May | seeit?” My voice wastrembling, and so wasthe hand | extended. He gaveit to meand | held the
miraclein the pam of my hand. It waswonderful .

Y ou remember. Captain Midnight went on the radio nationwide in 1940. It was sponsored by Ovaltine.
And every year they issued a Secret Squadron Decoder Badge. And every day at the end of the
program, they would give you a clue to the next day’ sinstallment in a code that only kidswith the officia
badge could decipher. They stopped making those wonderful Decoder Badgesin 1949. | remember the
onel hadin 1945: it was beautiful. It had a magnifying glassin the center of the code did.Captain
Midnight went off theair in 1950, and though | understand it was a short-lived television seriesin the
mid-Fifties, and though they issued Decoder Badgesin 1955 and 1956, asfar asthereal badges were
concerned, they never made one after 1949.

The Captain Midnight Code-O-Graph | held in my hand, the one Jeffty said he had gotten in the mail for
ten cents (ten cents!!!) and two Ovaltine labdls, was brand new, shiny gold metal, not adent or a spot of
rust onit like the old ones you can find at exorbitant pricesin collectible shoppesfromtimetotime. . . it
was anew Decoder. And the date on it wasthis year.

ButCaptain Midnight no longer existed. Nothing like it existed on the radio. I’ d listened to the one or
two weak imitations of old-time radio the networks were currently airing, and the storieswere dull, the
sound effects bland, the whole fedl of it wrong, out of date, cornball. Yet | held anew Code-O-Graph.

“ Jeffty, tel meabout this,” | said.

“Tell youwhat, Donny? It's my new Capt’n Midnight Secret Decoder Badge. | useit to figger out what's
gonna happen tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow how?’

“On the program.”

“Whatprogram?”

He stared & me asif | was being purposaly stupid. “On Capt’ nMid night! Boy!” | was being dumb.

| still couldn’t get it straight. 1t was right there, right out in the open, and | ill didn’t know what was
happening. “Y ou mean one of those records they made of the old-time radio programs? Isthat what you
mean, Jeffty?’

“What records?’ he asked. He didn't know what| meant.

We gtared at each other, there under the porch. And then | said, very dowly, amogt afraid of the
answer, “ Jeffty, how do you hear Captain Midnight ?’

“Every day. On theradio. On my radio. Every day at five-thirty.” News. Music, dumb music, and news.
That' swhat was on the radio every day at 5:30. NotCaptain Midnight . The Secret Squadron hadn’t



been on theair in twenty years.
“Canwe hear it tonight?’ | asked.

“Boy!” hesad. | wasbeing dumb. | knew it from theway he said it; but | didn’t knowwhy . Theniit
dawned on me: thiswas Saturday. Captain Midnight was on Monday through Friday. Not on Saturday
or Sunday.

“Wegoin' tothe movies?’

He had to repeat himsdlf twice. My mind was somewhere else. Nothing definite. No conclusions. No
wild assumptionslegpt to. Just off somewheretrying to figureit out, and concluding — asyou would have
concluded, asany one would have concluded rather than accepting the truth, the impossible and
wonderful truth — just finally concluding there was asmple explanation | didn’t yet perceive. Something
mundane and dull, like the passage of timethat steals dl good, old things from us, packratting trinkets and
plastic in exchange. And dl in the name of Progress.

“Wegoin' to the movies, Donny?’

“Y ou bet your bootswe are, kiddo,” | said. And | smiled. And I handed him the Code-O-Graph. And
he put it in his side pants pocket. And we crawled out from under the porch. And we went to the movies.
And neither of us said anything aboutCaptain Midnight al therest of that day. And therewasn't a
ten-minute stretch, dl the rest of that day, that | didn’t think about it.

It wasinventory dl that next week. | didn’t see Jeffty till late Thursday. | confess| |eft the storein the
hands of Jan and David, told them | had some errandsto run, and left early. At 4:00. | got to the
Kinzers right around 4:45. Leona answered the door, looking exhausted and distant. “1s Jeffty around?’
She said hewas upstairsin hisroom. . .

... ligening to the radio.
| climbed the sairstwo at atime.

All right, I hed findly made that impossible, illogica legp. Had the Stretch of belief involved anyone but
Jeffty, adult or child, I would have reasoned out more explicable answers. But itwas Jffty, cearly
another kind of vessd of life, and what he might experience should not be expected to fit into the ordered
scheme.

| admit it: Iwanted to hear what | heard.
Even with the door closed, | recognized the program:
“There he goes, Tennessee! Get him!”

There wasthe heavy report of arifle shot and the keening whine of the dug ricocheting, and then the
samevoiceyeled triumphantly,” Got him! D-e-a-a-a-a-d center!”

He was ligtening to the American Broadcasting Company, 790 kilocycles, and he was hearing Tennessee
Jed , one of my most favorite programs from the Forties, awestern adventure | had not heard in twenty
years, because it had not existed for twenty years.

| sat down on thetop step of the airs, therein the upstairs hall of the Kinzer home, and | listened to the
show. It wasn't arerun of an old program, because there were occasional referencesin the body of the
dramato current cultural and technologica developments, and phrasesthat had not existed in common



usagein the Forties: aerosol spray cans, laserasing of tattoos, Tanzania, the word “ uptight.”
| could not ignore the fact. Jeffty was listening to anew segment of Tennessee Jed .

| ran downstairs and out the front door to my car. Leonamust have been in the kitchen. | turned the key
and punched on the radio and spun the did to 790 kilocycles. The ABC station. Rock music.

| sat there for afew moments, then ran the did dowly from one end to the other. Music, news, talk
shows. NoTennessee Jed . And it was a Blaupunkt, the best radio | could get. | wasn't missing some
perimeter station. It Smply was not there!

After afew moments| turned off the radio and the ignition and went back upstairs quietly. | sat down on
the top step and listened to the entire program. It waswonderful .

Exciting, imaginative, filled with everything | remembered as being most innovative about radio drama.
But it was modern. It wasn't an antique, re-broadcast to assuage the need of that dwindling listenership
who longed for the old days. It was anew show, with al the old voices, but sill young and bright. Even
the commercials werefor currently available products, but they weren't asloud or asinsulting asthe
screamer ads one heard on radio these days.

And whenTennessee Jed went off at 5:00, | heard Jeffty spin thedia on hisradioftill | heard the familiar
voice of the announcer Glenn Riggs proclaim,” Presenting Hop Harrigan! America’s ace of the
airwaves!” Therewasthe sound of an arplaneinflight. It was a prop plane,not ajet! Not the sound
kids today have grown up with, but the soundl grew up with, thereal sound of an airplane, the growling,
revving, throaty sound of the kind of airplanes G-8 and His Battle Acesflew, the kind Captain Midnight
flew, the kind Hop Harrigan flew. And then | heard Hop say, “ CX-4calling control tower. CX-4
calling control tower. Standing by!” A pause, then,” Okay, thisisHop Harrigan . . . coming in!”

And Jeffty, who had the same problem al of uskids had had in the Forties with programming that pitted
equd favorites against one another on different stations, having paid his respectsto Hop Harrigan and
Tank Tinker, spun the dia and went back to ABC, where | heard the stroke of agong, the wild
cacophony of nonsense Chinese chatter, and the announcer yelled,” T-e-e-e-rry and the Pirates!”

| sat there on the top step and listened to Terry and Connie and Flip Corkin and, so help me God, Agnes
Moorehead as The Dragon Lady, al of them in anew adventure that took placein aRed Chinathat had
not existed in the days of Milton Caniff’s 1937 version of the Orient, with river pirates and Chiang
Kai-shek and warlords and the naive Imperialism of American gunboat diplomacy.

Sat, and listened to the whole show, and sat even longer to hear Superman and part of Jack Armstrong,
The All American Boy and part of Captain Midnight , and John Kinzer came home and neither he nor
Leona came upstairsto find out what had happened to me, or where Jeffty was, and sat longer, and
found | had started crying, and could not stop, just sat there with tears running down my face, into the
corners of my mouth, sitting and crying until Jeffty heard me and opened his door and saw me and came
out and looked a mein childish confusion as | heard the station break for the Mutua Network and they
began the theme music of Tom Mix , “When It's Round-up Timein Texas and the Bloom Ison the
Sage,” and Jeffty touched my shoulder and smiled at me, with his mouth and his big brown eyes, and
sad, “Hi, Donny. Wannacomein an’ ligen to the radio with me?’

* * *

Hume denied the existence of an absolute space, in which each thing hasits place; Borges deniesthe
exisence of one singletime, inwhich dl eventsarelinked.



Jeffty received radio programs from a place that could not, inlogic, in the naturd scheme of the
gpace-time universe as concelved by Eingtein, exist. But that wasn't al he received. He got mail order
premiums that no one was manufacturing. He read comic books that had been defunct for three decades.
He saw movies with actors who had been dead for twenty years. He was the receiving termind for
endlessjoys and pleasures of the past that the world had dropped dong the way. On its headlong
suicidal flight toward New Tomorrows, theworld had razed its treasurehouse of simple happinesses, had
poured concrete over its playgrounds, had abandoned its elfin stragglers, and dl of it wasbeing
impossibly, miraculoudy shunted back into the present through Jeffty. Revivified, updated, the traditions
maintained but contemporaneous. Jeffty was the unbidding Aladdin whose very nature formed the magic
lampness of hisredity.

And hetook meinto hisworld with him.
Because he trusted me.

We had breskfast of Quaker Puffed Wheat Sparkies and warm Ovaltine we drank out ofthis year's
Little Orphan Annie Shake-Up Mugs. We went to the movies and while everyone else was seeing a
comedy starring Goldie Hawn and Ryan O’ Nedl, Jeffty and | were enjoying Humphrey Bogart asthe
professiond thief Parker in John Huston' s brilliant adaptation of the Donald Westlake novel S
LAYGROUND. The second feature was Spencer Tracy, Carole Lombard and Laird Cregar intheVal
Lewton-produced film of Leiningen Versus the Ants .

Twice amonth we went down to the newsstand and bought the current pulp issues of The Shadow, Doc
Savage andStartling Stories . Jeffty and | sat together and | read to him from the magazines. He
particularly liked the new short novel by Henry Kuttner, “The Dreams of Achilles,” and the new Stanley
G. Weinbaum series of short stories set in the subatomic particle universe of Redurna. In September we
enjoyed the first installment of the new Robert E. Howard Conan nove, | SLE OFTHEBLACK ONES, in
Weird Tales ; and in August we were only mildly disappointed by Edgar Rice Burroughs sfourth novela
in the Jupiter series featuring John Carter of Barsoom — “Corsairs of Jupiter.” But the editor of Argosy
All-Sory Weekly promised there would be two more storiesin the series, and it was such an unexpected
revelation for Jeffty and methat it dimmed our disappointment at the lessened quality of the current story.

We read comics together, and Jeffty and | both decided — separately, before we came together to
discussit — that our favorite characters were Doll Man, Airboy and The Heap. We aso adored the
George Carlson gripsindingle Jangle Comics , particularly the Pie-Face Prince of Old Pretzleburg
stories, which we read together and laughed over, even though | had to explain some of the esoteric puns
to Jeffty, who was too young to have that kind of subtle wit.

How to explainit?| can't. | had enough physicsin college to make some offhand guesses, but I’'m more
likely wrong than right. The laws of the conservation of energy occasiondly bresk. These are laws that
physicists cal “weekly violated.” Perhaps Jeffty was a catalyst for the weak violation of conservation
lawswe re only now beginning to redlize exist. | tried doing some reading in the area— muon decay of
the“forbidden” kind: gamma decay that doesn’t include the muon neutrino among its products— but
nothing | encountered, not even the latest readings from the Swiss Ingtitute for Nuclear Research near
Zurich gave me an ingght. | was thrown back on avague acceptance of the philosophy that the real name
for “science” ismagic .

No explanations, but enormous good times.
The hgppiest time of my life,

| had the “red” world, the world of my store and my friends and my family, the world of profit loss, of



taxes and evenings with young women who taked about going shopping or the United Nations, or the
risng cost of coffee and microwave ovens. And | had Jeffty’ sworld, inwhich | existed only when | was
with him. Thethings of the past he knew asfresh and new, | could experience only when in his company.
And the membrane between the two worlds grew ever thinner, more luminous and transparent. | had the
best of both worlds. And knew, somehow, that | could carry nothing from one to the other.

Forgetting that, for just amoment, betraying Jeffty by forgetting, brought anendtoit al.

Enjoying mysalf so much, | grew cardless and failed to consder how fragile the rel ationship between
Jeffty’ sworld and my world redly was. Thereisareason why the present begrudges the existence of the
past. | never redly understood. Nowhere in the beast books, where survival is shown in battles between
claw and fang, tentacle and poison sac, isthere recognition of the ferocity the present dways bringsto
bear on the past. Nowhereisthere adetailed statement of how the present liesin wait for What-Was,
waiting for it to become Now-This-Moment so it can shred it with its merciless jaws.

Who could know such athing . . . at any age. . . and certainly not at my age. . . who could understand
such athing?

I”’m trying to exculpate mysdlf. | can't. It was my faullt.
It was another Saturday afternoon.
“What’ s playing today?’ | asked him, in the car, on the way downtown.

Helooked up a me from the other side of the front seat and smiled one of his best smiles. “Ken
Maynard inBullwhip Justice an’ The Demolished Man .” He kept smiling, asif he'd redly put one over
onme. | looked at him with disbeli€f.

“You'rekid ding!” | said, ddlighted. “Bester' s THEDEMOLISHEDMAN?' He nodded his head, delighted at
my being delighted. He knew it was one of my favorite books. “ Oh, that’ s super!”

“Superduper ,” hesaid.
“Who'sinit?’

“Franchot Tone, Evelyn Keyes, Liond Barrymore and Elisha Cook, Jr.” He was much more
knowledgesble about movie actorsthan I’ d ever been. He could name the character actorsin any movie
he' d ever seen. Even the crowd scenes.

“And cartoons?’ | asked.

“Three of 'em: aL.ittle Lulu , aDonald Duck and aBugs Bunny . An’ aPete Smith Specialty an’ aLew
Lehr Monkeysisda C-r-r-r-aziest Peoples .”

“Oh boy!” | said. | was grinning from ear to ear. And then | looked down and saw the pad of purchase
order forms on the seat. I’ d forgotten to drop it off at the store.

“Gottastop by the Center,” | said. “ Gotta drop off something. It' [l only take aminute.”
“Okay,” Jeffty said. “But wewon't be late, will we?’
“Not on your tintype, kiddo,” | said.

When | pulled into the parking lot behind the Center, he decided to come in with me and we' d walk over
to the theater. It'snot alarge town. There are only two movie houses, the Utopiaand the Lyric. We



were going to the Utopiaand it was only three blocks from the Center.

| walked into the store with the pad of forms, and it was bedlam. David and Jan were handling two
customers each, and there were people standing around waiting to be hel ped. Jan turned alook on me
and her face was ahorror-mask of pleading. David was running from the stockroom to the showroom
and dl he could murmur as he whipped past was“Help!” and then he was gone.

“Jeffty,” | said, crouching down, “listen, give me afew minutes. Jan and David are in trouble with adl these
people. Wewon't belate, | promise. Just let me get rid of a couple of these customers.” He looked
nervous, but nodded okay.

| motioned to achair and said, “ Just Sit down for awhileand I’ll be right with you.”
He went to the chair, good as you please, though he knew what was happening, and he sat down.

| started taking care of people who wanted color televison sets. Thiswasthefirst redly substantia batch
of unitswe d gotten in— color television was only now becoming reasonably priced and thiswas Sony’s
firgt promotion — and it was bonanzatime for me. | could see paying off the loan and being out in front
for thefirgt timewith the Center. It was business.

In my world, good business comesfirg.
Jeffty sat there and stared at thewall. Let metell you about the wall.

Stanchion and bracket designs had been rigged from floor to within two feet of the celling. Televison sets
had been stacked artfully on thewall. Thirty-threetelevision sats. All playing at the sametime. Black and
white, color, little ones, big ones, al going at the sametime.

Jeffty sat and watched thirty-three television sets, on a Saturday afternoon. We can pick up atotal of
thirteen channels, including the UHF educationa stations. Golf was on one channd; basebdl wason a
second; celebrity bowling was on athird; the fourth channel was areligious seminar; ateenage dance
show was on thefifth; the sixth was arerun of aSituation comedy; the seventh was arerun of apolice
show; eighth was a nature program showing aman flycasting endlesdy; ninth was news and conversation;
tenth was astock car race; eleventh was aman doing logarithms on a blackboard; twelfth was awoman
in aleotard doing setting-up exercises, and on the thirteenth channel was abadly animated cartoon show
in Spanish. All but six of the shows were repeated on three sets. Jeffty sat and watched that wall of
televison on a Saturday afternoon while | sold asfast and as hard as| could, to pay back my Aunt
Patriciaand stay in touch with my world. It was business.

| should have known better. | should have understood about the present and the way it killsthe past. But
| was sdlling with both hands. And when | finally glanced over at Jeffty, half an hour later, helooked like
another child.

He was swesting. That terrible fever siweat when you have ssomach flu. He was pae, as pasty and pae
asaworm, and hislittle hands were gripping the arms of the chair so tightly | could see hisknucklesin
bold relief. | dashed over to him, excusing myself from the middle-aged couplelooking at the new 21"
Mediterranean modd.

“ Xffyl”

Helooked a me, but hiseyesdidn’t track. He was in absolute terror. | pulled him out of the chair and
dtarted toward the front door with him, but the customers I’ d deserted yelled at me, “Hey!” The
middle-aged man said, “Y ou wannasdl methisthing or don’t you?’



| looked from him to Jeffty and back again. Jeffty waslike azombie. He had come where I’ d pulled him.
Hislegswere rubbery and his feet dragged. The past, being eaten by the present, the sound of something
inpan.

| clawed some money out of my pants pocket and jammed it into Jeffty’ shand. “Kiddo. . . lissento me.
.. get out of hereright now!” He still couldn’t focus properly.” Jeffty,” | said astightly as| could, “ listen
to me!” The middle-aged customer and hiswife were waking toward us. “ Listen, kiddo, get out of here
right this minute. Walk over to the Utopiaand buy thetickets. I'll be right behind you.” The middle-aged
man and hiswife were amost on us. | shoved Jeffty through the door and watched him stumble away in
the wrong direction, then stop asif gathering hiswits, turn and go back past the front of the Center and in
the direction of the Utopia. “Yesdr,” | said, sraightening up and facing them, “yes, ma am, that isone
terrific set with some sensationd features! If you'll just step back herewithme. ..

Therewas aterrible sound of something hurting, but | couldn’t tell from which channd, or from which s,
it was coming.

Most of it | learned later, from the girl in the ticket booth, and from some people | knew who cameto me
to tel mewhat had happened. By thetime | got to the Utopia, nearly twenty minutes later, Jeffty was
already beaten to a pulp and had been taken to the Manager’ s office.

“Did you see avery little boy, about five years old, with big brown eyes and straight brown hair . . . he
waswaiting for me?’

“Oh, I think that’ sthe little boy those kids beat up?’
“What!2Whereishe?”
“They took him to the Manager’ s office. No one knew who he was or where to find his parents—”

A young girl wearing an usher’ s uniform was knesling down beside the couch, placing awet paper towe
on hisface.

| took the towel away from her and ordered her out of the office.

Shelooked insulted and snorted something rude, but sheleft. | sat on the edge of the couch and tried to
swab away the blood from the lacerations without opening the wounds where the blood had caked. Both
his eyes were swollen shut. His mouth was ripped badly. His hair was matted with dried blood.

He had been standing in line behind two kidsin their teens. They started selling tickets at 12:30 and the
show started at 1:00. The doors weren't opened till 12:45. He had been waiting, and the kidsin front of
him had had a portable radio. They were listening to the ball game. Jeffty had wanted to hear some
program, God knows what it might have been,Grand Central Station, Let’s Pretend, Land of the
Lost , God only knowswhich one it might have been.

He had asked if he could borrow their radio to hear the program for aminute, and it had been a
commercia break or something, and the kids had given him the radio, probably out of some mdicious
kind of courtesy that would permit them to take offense and rag the little boy. He had changed the station
... and they’ d been unable to get it to go back to the ball game. It was locked into the past, on a station
that was broadcasting a program that didn’t exist for anyone but Jeffty.

They had beaten him badly . . . as everyone watched.
And then they had run away.



| had |eft him done, left him to fight off the present without sufficient weaponry. | had betrayed him for
the sale of a21" Mediterranean console television, and now his face was pulped mest. He moaned
something inaudible and sobbed softly.

“Shhh, it'sokay, kiddo, it's Donny. I'm here. I'll get you home, it’'ll be okay.”

| should have taken him straight to the hospitd. | don’t know why | didn’t. | should have. | should have
donethat.

* * *

When | carried him through the door, John and Leona Kinzer just stared a me. They didn’t moveto take
him from my arms. One of his hands was hanging down. He was conscious, but just barely. They stared,
there in the semi-darkness of a Saturday afternoon in the present. | looked at them. “ A couple of kids
beat him up at the theater.” | raised him afew inchesin my arms and extended him. They stared at me, at
both of us, with nothing in their eyes, without movement. “Jesus Chrigt,” | shouted,  he' s been beaten!

He' syour son! Don't you even want to touch him? What the hell kind of people are you?”

Then Leonamoved toward me very dowly. She stood in front of usfor afew seconds, and therewasa
leaden stoicism in her face that wasterribleto see. It said,| have been in this place before, many times,
and | cannot bear to bein it again; but | am here now.

So | gave himto her. God help me, | gave him over to her.
And she took him upstairsto bathe away his blood and his pain.

John Kinzer and | stood in our separate placesin the dim living room of their home, and we stared at
each other. He had nothing to say to me.

| shoved past him and fell into achair. | was shaking.
| heard the bath water running upstairs.

After what seemed avery long time Leona came downgtairs, wiping her hands on her gpron. She sat
down on the sofa and after amoment John sat down beside her. | heard the sound of rock music from
updairs.

“Would you like a piece of nice pound cake?’ Leonasaid.

| didn’t answer. | was listening to the sound of the music. Rock music. On theradio. Therewas atable
lamp on the end table beside the sofa. It cast adim and futile light in the shadowed living room.Rock
music from the present, on a radio upstairs? | arted to say something, and thenknew . . . Oh, God .
..no!

| jumped up just as the sound of hideous crackling blotted out the music, and the table lamp dimmed and
dimmed and flickered. | screamed something, | don’t know what it was, and ran for the airs.

Jeffty’ s parents did not move. They sat there with their hands folded, in that place they had been for so
many years.

| fell twice rushing up the sairs.

Thereisn't much on television that can hold my interest. | bought an old cathedral-shaped Philco radioin
asecondhand store, and | replaced al the burnt-out parts with the origind tubes from old radios | could



cannibalize that still worked. | don't use transistors or printed circuits. They wouldn't work. I’'ve sat in
front of that set for hours sometimes, running the dia back and forth as dowly asyou can imagine, so
dowly it doesv't ook asif it smoving a al sometimes.

But | can't findCaptain Midnight orThe Land of the Lost or The Shadow orQuiet, Please .

So shedidlove him, dill, alittle bit, even after al those years. | can't hate them: they only wanted to live
in the present world again. That isn’t such aterrible thing.

It'sagood world, dl things consdered. It's much better than it used to be, in alot of ways. People don’'t
diefrom the old diseases any more. They die from new ones, but that’s Progress, isn't it?

lan'tit?
Tdlme
Somebody pleasetell me.

FREEWITH THISBOX!

Here swhere we part company. Y ou’ ve been extremdly patient with me, and | know you understand
that I ve been alittle loose and twitchy from the Sart, directing this at people your agefor thefirst time,
So | aminyour debt, and | thank you. So by way of aproper gracious “bread ‘n’ butter” gift for your
indulgence, I’m going to leave you with thislast story. Thething of it is, there were only supposed to be
15 gtoriesin thisbook, ending with what may be one of my best ones, “ Jeffty isFive” But after | sent the
book in to my editor and publisher, | thought about it, and | knew | had to add * Free With ThisBox!” to
the collection because, well, it' s as close to arecounting of what trouble I've beenin al my lifeas| have
handy. Oh, hell, I ve written wholebooks of essays and columns and commentaries and reviews, many of
which include anecdotes about my weird span; but in this story, which | wrote along time ago, | took
something that had actualy happened to me, when | wasalittlekid, and | only fictionalized it alittle bit. It
isastory , yeah, not amemoir, but it is clear and clarion me-speaking-to-you warning about whet it
meansto livethekind of lifel’ velived, amazing and fulfilling asit has been. Thereisaline | remember
from the journaist and madman Hunter S. Thompson, in which he speaks about “the dead end londliness
of aman who makeshisownrules” | recall it now, as| get ready to bid you fond farewell, because if
thereisalesson above dl others contained in thisvolume, it isthis: be your own person. Be kind, be
ethical, be honorable and courageous, respect your friends, keep your word, treat your enemieswith
honor if you can but spin’em if they won't let you treat them that way; don't believe the okeydoke that
people who're trying to sell you something lay on you, remember True Love only happens when you
have no fear and can laugh about it, and you cannot possibly be too smart. Above dl, be your own
person. Never blame bad luck, or fate, or “the breaks,” or paranoid delusions about conspiracies for
what your life has become. Y ou are now, and you will always be, in charge of your destiny. What was
that line out of Buckaroo Bonzai . . . oh yeah, | remember . . . “Never forget: no matter where you go,
thereyou are.” Here | am, the product of what I’ ve made of mysdlf, in trouble from the git-go; and there
you are, looking at me looking at you. Wherever you are, kid, remember, I’ m there, too. Take care of
yoursdlf. Don't step on no broken glass.

His name was David Thomas Cooper. His mother called him Davey, and his teachers called him David,
but he was old enough now to be called the way the guys called him: Dave. After dl, eight yearsold was
no longer achild. He was big enough to walk to school himself, and he was big enough to stay up till
eght-thirty any weeknight.



Mommy had said last year, “For every birthday, we will let you stay up ahaf hour later,” and she had
kept her word. The way he figured it, afew more years, and he could stay up al night, amost.

Hewasadim boy, with unruly black hair that cowlicked up in the back, and dipped over hisforehead in
the front. He had an angular face, and wide deep eyes of black, and he sucked his thumb when he was
sure no one was watching.

And right now, right thisvery minute, the thing he wanted mogt in al the world was a complete set of the
buttons.

Davey reached into his pants pocket, and brought out the little cloth bag with the drawstring. Originaly it
had held his marbles, but now they were back homein hisroom, in an empty Red Goose shoe box. Now
the little bag held the buttons. He turned sidewise on the car seet, and pried open the bag with two
fingers. The buttons clinked metalicaly. There were twenty-four of them in there. He had taken the pins
off them, because he wasn't agook like Leon, who worehis on hisbeanie. Davey liked to lay the buttons
out on thetable, and arrange them in different designs. It was't o much that they had terrific pictureson
them, though each one contained the face of afamiliar comic character, but it was justhaving them.

Hefdt so good when he thought that there were only eight moreto get.

Just Skeezix, Little Orphan Annie, Andy Gump, the Little King, B.O. Plenty, Mandrake the Magician,
Harold Teen and — the scarcest one of them al — Dick Tracy. Then he would have the entire set, and
he would beat out Roger and Hobby and even Leon across the Street.

Then he would have the whole set offered by the cereal company. And it wasn't just the competition with
the other kids; he couldn’t quite explain it, but it was afeding of accomplishment every timehegot a
button he did not aready have. When he had them dl, just those last eight, he would be the happiest boy
intheworld.

But it was dangerous, and Davey knew it.

It wasn't that Mommy wouldn’t buy him the boxes of Pep. They were only 23¢ abox, and Mommy
bought one each week, but that was onlyone comic character button aweek! Not hardly enough to get
thefull set before they stopped putting the buttonsin and offered something new. Because there was
aways so muchduplication , and Davey had three Superman buttons (they were theeasiest to get) while
Hobby only had one Dick Tracy. And Hobby wouldn't trade. So Davey had had to figure out away to
get more buttons.

There were thirty-two glossy, colored buttonsin the set. Each one in a cellophane packet at the bottom
of every box of Pep.

One day, when he had gone shopping with Mommy, he had detached himsdlf from her, and wandered to
the cered shelves. There he had taken one of the boxes down, and before he had quite known what he
was doing, had shoved hisforefinger through the cardboard, where the wall and bottom joined. He could
gtill remember hiswild dation at fedling the edge of the packet. He had stuck in another finger widening
therip in the box, and scissored out the button.

That had been the time he had gotten Anni€’ s dog Sandy.

That had been the time he had known he could not wait for Mommy to buy his box aweek. Because that
was the time he got Sandy, and no one, notanyone in the whole neighborhood, had even seen that
button. That had been thetime.



So Davey had carefully and assiduoudy cgjoled Mommy every week, when she went to the A P. It had
seemed surprising at firgt, but Mommy loved Davey, and there was no trouble abot it.

That first week, when he had gotten Sandy, he had figured out that it was not wiseto bein the A Pwith
Mommy, because she might discover what he was doing. And though he felt no guilt about it, he knew he
wasdoing wrong . . . and hewould just dieif Mommy knew about it. She might wander down theaide
where he stood — pretending to read the print on the back of the box, but actualy fishing about in the
sde for the cellophane packet — and see him. Or they might catch him, and hold him, and she would be
cdled to identify this naughty boy who was seding.

So he had thought up thetrick of waiting in the car, playing with the buttons in the bag, till Mommy came
from the A Pwith the boy, and they loaded the bagsin, and then she would kiss him and tell him hewas
such agood boy for waiting quietly, and she would be right back after she had gone to the Polish Bakery
across the street, and stopped into the Woolworth’s.

Davey knew how long that took. Almost haf an hour.

More than long enough to punch holesin ten or twelve boxes, and drag out the buttons that lay within.
He usudly found at least two new ones. At first — that second week he had gone with Mommy to do
the shopping — he had gotten more than that. Five or six. But with the eventud increasein duplication,
he was overjoyed to find even one new button.

Now there were only eight |eft, and he emptied the little cloth bag onto the car seat, making certain no
buttons dipped between the cushions.

He turned them all up, so their rounded tops were full toward him. He rotated them so the Phantom and
Secret Agent X-9 were not upside-down. Then he put them in rows of four; Six rowswith four in arow.
Then he put them in rows of eight. Then he just scooted them back into the bag and jingled them hollowly
a hisear.

It wasthehaving , that wasall.

“How long have | been?” Mommy asked from outside the window. Behind, at her right, afat, sweating
boy with pimples on hisforehead held abig box, high to his chest.

Hedidn't answer her, because the question had never redly been asked. Mommy had that habit. She
asked him questions, and was dways alittle surprised when he answered. Davey had learned to
ditinguish between questions like, “Where did you put your bedroom dippers?” and “Isn’t thisalovely
hat Mommy’ s bought?’

So he did not answer, but watched with the interest of a conspirator waiting for the coast to clear, as
Mommy opened the front door, and pushed the seat far forward so the boy could put the box in the
back seat. Davey had to scrunch far forward againgt the dashboard when she did that, but he liked the
pressure of the seat on his back.

Then she leaned over and kissed him, which heliked, but which made his hair fal over hisforehead, and
Mommy’s eyes crinkled up the nice way, and she smoothed back his hair. Then she dammed the door,
and walked across the street, to the bakery.

Then, when Mommy had gone into the bakery, he got out of the car, and walked across the summer
sdewalk to the A P. It was simple getting in, and he knew where the cereals were brightly stacked.
Down one aide, and into a second, and there, hafway down, he saw the boxes.



A new supply! A new batch of boxes since last week, and for an instant he was cold and terrified that
they had stopped packing the comic buttons, that they were offering something worthless like towels or
cut-outs or something.

But as he came nearer, his heart jumped brightly in him, and he saw thewords FREE WITH THIS
BOX! on them.

Y es, those were the boxes with the comic buttons.

Oh, it was going to be awonderful day, and he hummed the little tune he had made up that went:
“ Got a nickel in my pocket,

“ Gonna spend it all today.

“ Got my buttons in my pocket,

“ Gonna get the rest today.”

Then hewasin front of them, and he had the first one in his hands. He held the box face-toward-him,
hands at the bottom on the sides, and he was pressing, pressing hisfingersinto the cardboard joint. It
was sometimes difficult, and the skin between hisfirst and second fingers was raw and cracked from
rubbing againgt the boxes. Thistime, however, the seam split, and he had hisfingersinsde.

The packet was far from over and he had to grope, tearing the box alittle more. His fingers split the wax
paper liner that held the ceredl away from the box, but in amoment he had hisfinger down on the packet
and was dragging it out.

It was another Sandy.

Hefdt an unhappinesslike no other he had ever known except the day he got his new trike, and
scratched it taking it out the driveway. It was an al-consuming thing, and he would have cried right there,
except he knew there were more boxes. He shoved the button back in, because that wouldn’t be the
right thing to do — to take a button he already had. That would be waste, and dishonest.

Hetook a second box. Then athird, then afourth, then afifth.

By the time he had opened eight boxes, he had not found anew one, and was getting desperate, because
Mommy would be back soon, and he had to be there when she came to the car. He was sarting his ninth
box, the othersdl put back where they had come from, but al crooked, because the ripped part on their
bottom made them sit oddly, when the man in thewhite A P jacket came by.

He had been careful to stop pushing and dragging when anyone came by . . . had pretended to be just
reading what the boxes said . . . but he did not seethe A P man.

“Hey! What'reyadoin’ there?’

The man’ svoicewas heavy and gruff, and Davey felt himsdf get cold dl the way from hisstomach to his
head. Then the man had ahand around Davey’ s shoulder, and was turning him roughly. Davey’ s hand
was gill insde the box. The man stared for an ingtant, then his eyes widened.

“Soyou’ re the one' s been costin’ us so much dough!”

Davey was sure hewould never forget that faceif he lived to be athousand or amillion or forever.



The man had eyebrows that were bushy and grew together in the middie, with long hairsthat flopped out
al over. He had amole on his chin, and abig pencil behind one ear. The man was staring down at Davey
with so much anger, Davey was certain he would wither under the glance in amoment.

“Comeon, you, I’'mtakin’ you to the office.”

Then hetook Davey to alittle cubicle behind the meat counter, and sat Davey down, and asked him,
“What' syour name?’

Davey would not answer.

The worgt thing, the most worgt thing in the world, would be if Mommy found out about this. Then she
would tell Daddy when he came home from the store, and Daddy would be even madder, and spank him
with hisstrap.

So Davey would not tell the man athing, and when the man looked through Davey’ s pockets and found
the bag with the buttons, he said, “ Oh,ho . Now I know you're the one!” and he looked some more.

Findly he said, *Y ou got no wallet. Now ether you tell me who you are, who your parentsare, or | teke
you down to the police ation.”

Stll Davey would say nothing, though he felt tears starting to urge themsaves from hiseyes. And the man
pushed a button on athing on his desk, and when awoman came in — she had on awhite jacket belted
at thewaist — the moley man said, “Mert, | want you to take over for mefor alittle while. I've just
discovered the thief who has been breaking open dl those boxes of cered. I’ m taking him,” and the
moley man gave a big wink to the woman named Mert, “down to the police station. That' swhereall bad
thieves go, and I'll letthem throw him into acell for years and years, since hewon't tell me hisname.”

So Mert nodded and clucked her tongue and said what a shame it was that such alittle boy was such a
big thief, and even, “Ooyay onday ontway ootay airscay the idkay ootay uchmay.”

Davey knew that was pig Latin, but he didn’t know it aswell as Hobby or Leon, so he didn’t know what
they were saying, even when the moley man answered, “Onay, | ustjay ontway ootay ootpay the earfay
of odgay inishay edhay.”

Then he thought that it was all ajoke, and they would let him go, but even if they didn't, it wasn't
anything to be frightened of, because Mommy had told him lots of timesthat the policemen were his
friends, and they would protect him. Heliked policemen, so hedidn’t care.

Except that if they took him to the policemen, when Mommy came back from the Woolworth's, he
would be gone, andthen would he bein trouble.

But he could not say anything. It was just not right to speak to this moley man. So he walked beside the
man from the A P when he took Davey by the arm and walked him out the back door and over to a
pickup truck with abig A Plettered on the Sde. He even sat silently when they drove through town, and
turned in at the police station.

And he was slent asthe moley man said to the big, fat, red-faced policeman with the sweat-soaked shirt,
“Thisisalittlethief | found in the store today, Al. He has been breaking into our boxes, and | thought you
would want to throw himinacdl.”

Then he winked at the big beefy policeman, and the policeman winked back, and grinned, and then his
face got very stern and hard, and he leaned across the desk, staring at Davey.



“What' syour name, boy?’

Hisvoicewaslikealot of mushy stuff swirling around in Mommy’ swasher. But even so, Davey would
have told him his name was David Thomas Cooper and that he lived at 744 Terrace Drive, Mayfair,
Ohio. . . if the moley man had not been there.

So he was silent, and the policeman looked up a the moley man, and said very loudly, looking at Davey
from the corner of hisbrown eyes, “Wdll, Ben, it lookslike I’ ll have to take harsher methods with this
crimina. I'll have to show him what happens to people who sted!”

He got up, and Davey saw he was big and fat, and not at al the way Mommy had described policemen.
The beefy man took him by the hand, and led him down a corridor, with the moley man coming along
too, saying, “ Say, yaknow, | never been through your drunk tank, Chief. Mind if | tag dong?’ and the
beefy man answered no.

Then came atime of horror for Davey.

They took him to aroom where aman lay on adirty bunk, and he stlank and there were summer fliesdl
over him, and he had been sick al over the floor and the mattress, and he waslying in it, and Davey
wanted to throw up. There was a place with bars on it where aman tried to grab at them asthey went
past, and the policeman hit his hand through the bars with abig stick on a cord. There werelots of
people cooped up and unhappy, and the placewas al stinky, and in alittle while, Davey was awfully
frightened, and Started to cry, and wanted to go hide himsdlf, or go home.

Findly, they came back to thefirst place they had been, and the policeman crouched down next to
Davey and shook him as hard as he could by the shoulders, and screamed a him never, never, never to
do anything illegal again, or they would throw him in with the man who had clawed out, and throw away
the key, and et the man eat Davey dive.

And that made Davey cry more.

Which seemed to make the policeman and the moley man happy, because Davey heard the policeman
say to themoley man named Ben fromthe A P, “That’ |l Straighten him out. HE's so young, making the
right kind of impression on’em now iswhat counts. He won't bother yaagain, Ben. Leave him here, and
helll ask for hisfolks soon enough. Then we can take him home.”

The moley man shook hands with the policeman, and thanked him, and said he could get any cut of meat
he wanted at the store whenever he camein, and thanks again for the help.

Then, just asthe moley man was |eaving, he stooped down, and looked Straight at Davey with his
piercing eyes.

“Y ou ever gonnasted anything from cered boxesagain?’
Davey was 0 frightened; he shook his head no, and the tear lines on hisface felt sticky as he moved.

The moley man stood up, and grinned at the policeman, and walked out, leaving Davey behind, in that
place that scared him so.

Andit wastrue.
Davey neverwould steal from the ceredl boxes again, he knew. Asamatter of fact, he hated cereal now.

And he didn’'t much careforcops , either.



