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INTRODUCTION

A Hotplate, aChair, and aBed ...

Only afew months past twenty-one, | received my col-lege diploma and rushed forth to conquer the



world. The world turned out to be larger, more complex and sillier than | had imagined; | decided to
settlefor conquering just alittle section of it dl for mysdlf. At that tender age, | had worked as astock
boy, agrocery store clerk, a state park forest ranger, adrummer in arock band, aguitarist in arock
band, and in the palitics of the civil rights move-ment. | had somehow managed to win three cregtive
writing awards, two from theAtlantic Monthly, and had sold afew of my paintings to people who
obvioudy had no con-ception of good art. The only problem wasthat | was broke, busted, flat,
penniless.

Of course | got married immediately. Dear Reader, she was intelligent, cregtive, warm, sexy, had quiet,
darting dark eyesthat took everything in like universal magnets. What else could | do?

| had been trained as ateacher of English, and my first job wasin asmal Pennsylvania coa mining town
which fdl into the fabled Appaachian Poverty Bdt (because dl the cod was gone, but the minerswere
not). | worked under the Federa Poverty Program for damned little money. The only house available to
rent in this metropolis of athousand citizens was a seven room mongstrosity which con-sumed aweek's
pay in rent and another week's pay in fud oil. We moved in with just abed (which was aused studio
couch, redlly), achair for each of us (second hand kitchen chairs), and a hotplate. Hugh Hefner wouldn't
have cdled it luxurious, but it was hometo us.

For nearly three months, those items sat in our seven rooms. Thanks to repeated "wedding gifts’ from
my par-entswho could ill afford to give them, we began to buy used furniture. And thanksto my
discovery that | could do some carpentry and agood dedl of upholstering (which amazed everyone who
knew me as aclumsy muddle-fin-gers), and thanks to Gerda's nimble sewing fingers, we had a
semblance of civilization in four of the saven rooms by the fourth month we lived there.

But there were dways bills, and there was hardly ever money to meet them. | had been mailing Storiesto
Ed Ferman atFantasy and Science Fiction for some months, hoping to pick up morefud oil money (1
wonder if Hem-ingway ever wrote for fudl oil money?). One day a check arrived for $120.00 for ashort
dory.

My life has never been the same since then.

Thereis nothing in thisworld which can hook you like creative writing. To see the words appear out of
the type-writer which has sucked them from your brain viayour fingertipsis closeto tripping on Owldey
Purple. No mat-ter how hard you work on a story, the check you receive dways seemslike agift, for
writing the story was so much fun it was dmost pay enough initself. And then there isthe ego-blast of
seeing your name and story inprint . . . and hearing from fanswho like it (and even hearing from those
who hateit, because that showsthey at leastcare) . . . and that Big Dream in the background of your
mind that someday it isaso going to pay youwel. . ..

So they should have narcs who go around checking on creetive writersto seeif they are getting hooked
on their fantasy worlds, because fashioning a sciencefiction story-future can be like flying on any plastic
fantastic chenvical. ...

At thetime of thiswriting, three years have passed since that first story. | taught ayear and ahdf ina
suburban school in the meantime, was accused of teaching dirty books when my classread Heinlein's
Sranger in a Strange Land, Hedler'sCatch-22, and Salinger'sCatcher in the Rye. None of these were
dirty books, of course, but the accusing ad-ministrators did not seem to have time to read what they
were putting down. They preferred to judge by cover paint-ings and aloca fanatic's opinion. Because of
this (and the migraine headaches it was causng me) | quit and began writing full time. And now, after
twenty-eight stories and fourteen books, the Big Dream is coming true.



And here, if | were accepting an Oscar, | would name al those without whom | would not be where |l
am, as happy as| am in aworld where happinessis fast becom-ing a scarce commodity. | will not depart
from tradition. Those Without Whom | Could Not are: my mother, from whom | learned gentleness, my
father, whose genes gave me my traits of adreamer; my high school English teacher, Miss Garbrick, who
wasthat rarest of al things—agood teacher; Jeff, whose ownsharp intellect made mefirst ques-tion the
world around me; Harry, who was a companion through dark hours; Andy, who stayed up nights and
was dl together and married well; Jack, for the Night of the Empty Bottles and for looking for theworld's
fulcrum; Bob, for being Bob and therefore unique; Don Wollheim for buying the first three books and
having faith; Ed Ferman for things mentioned later; Bob Hoskins for teaching me much; and especidly to
Gerdafor the aforementioned in-tellect, warmth, and creativity—and for growing sexier every yesr....

Harrisburg, Penna.
February, 1970

SOFT COME THE DRAGONS

Thiswas my firgt published story in thefidd of science fiction, the one that changed my life. Ed Ferman
had re-jected severd stories with encouraging notesinstead of form rgection dips. When | mailed " Soft
Comethe Dragons' toFantasy and Science Fiction, | told Ed that | had a Druid friend who was going
to cast aspdl upon him and the entire staff of the magazine so that they would start buying my work.
With the check for the story, Ed enclosed anote beginning "1 had thought Druid spells werelong ago
impotent, but. . ."

Thisisastory of myths and science and how one is nothing without the other. If we live by myth aone,
we do not advance. But if we should ever live by only science, disregarding our fantasies, we will beless
than machinesin the skins of animals. This opinion must be universd, for | have received letterson this

story from England and Austraia. It will soon be published in Spanish. And Samuel R. Delany oncetold
me it was abeautiful story. | consder that acompliment from highest sources. ...

"andwhat will you do when the soft breezes come and the dragons drift in to spread death?"

Marshdl wriggled in his seat, reached for another sugar packet to empty into his mug of coffee.

"I'll tell you whet you'l do. Y ou'll get up when the darms sound and dressin your uniform and go down
inthe cellar complex like ared-eyed molein flight from his own fear. Y ou'll get up when the darms sound
and moni-tor everything as usud, hiding until the dragonsfloat out and are gone.”

"What am | supposed to do?' Marshall asked. "Maybe | should pet them and pour out milk?!

"Y ou wouldn't pet, you'd club. The milk would have cyanidein it"



Marshal dammed hisfigt into thetable. "Y ou forget, Dante, that | am commander here and you are only
third line officer."

Mario Alexander Dante snorted, picked up hisfolio, and walked out of the rec room. Mounting the
twisting gairs, he climbed two floors, stepped out into adark, narrow haE-way, and ambled to the glass
observation lounge that hung like athird story petio over the beach.

It was low tide. The sea stretched away across the hori-zon like poured glass, glittering like aqueen's
jewdsor like ashattered church window. Only small waves lapped at the shore, depositing minute
quantities of sand, etching out microscopic gulliesin the orange beach asthey dragged away a
corresponding amount of other grains.

It seemed to Mare Dante that the ocean was the same on any world. It was the womb, the
al-encompassing moth-er where men migrated at least oncein their lives—likelem-mings. He had
walked to the edge of it on some nights, hoping to seeaface. . ..

Just above the horizon floated the twin moons; their re-flections stretched long across the ocean, cresting
every wavelet with atint of golden dew.

The trouble with Marshall, Dante reflected, was that he lacked imagination. He accepted everything at
face vaue-tempered only by what hisinstrumentstold him. Being truthful with himsalf, he understood that
he saw the old Mario Dante in the commander, and that thiswas why he didiked the man. The old Mario
Dante, before the car crash that took Ellen and broke her body and tossed it into the ocean, before he
lay in ahospital piecing together his shattered mind for seven months, the old Mario Dante had been
lacking in sengtivity, inimagination. In unlocking his menta block so that he could accept the desth of
Ellen, the psychiatrist removed other thingsin passing, and opened awhole new portion of hismind.

But still, he didiked Marshdl. And he was certain that the commander's Achilles hed would be struck
by an ar-row from the quiver of the dragons. The dragonsthat came daily with thetida winds.

The dragons of emerald and vermilion and yellow and white of virgin bridal gown and devil black and
jack-of-lantern orange.

The butterfly dragons that were twenty yards wide and seventy yards long—but weighed only two or
three hun-dred pounds. The flimsy, gossamer dragons.

Thedragons of beauty.
The dragonsthat killed with their eyes.

He sighed, turned from the windowside, and sat down in one of the black leather easy chairs, snapping
on the small, high-intengity reading lamp in the arm. Lighting acigarette, he looked over his newer poems.

Thefirst three he tossed in the wastebasket without re-viewing. The fourth he read, reread, then read
aoud for full effect.

"Discovery Upon Death”



"dear mankind:

am writing you from purgetory
tosay that i

have made a discovery

that i wishyou

would spread around up there,
god, now listen mankind,

god isacomputer

and someone misprogrammed him.. "

"Not bad,” said avoice from the darkness. Abner stepped into the smdll circle of light around the chair.
"But don't tell me the Pioneer Poet has doubts about life?"

"Please, thenameisMare."

Pioneer Poet. It was anameLife had coined when hisfirst volume had been published and had won
critical ac-clam. He admitted it al seemed romantic: a space force surveyor drafted for three years,
writing poetry on some dien world in some dien star system. But, Pioneer Poet?

"Heard about your fight with Marshall."

"It wasn't afight.”

"It wastheway | heard it. What bothers you about him, Mare?"

"He doesn't understand things.”

"Neither do any of us."

"Sufficeit to say he might beamirror inwhich | can see mysdf. And thereflection isnt anice one.”

They sat in Slence amoment.

"You planto gt up dl night?' Abner asked.

"No, Pioneer Physician, | do not."

Abner grinned. "Dragon warnings should go up in six hours. Y ou'll need your rest.”

Hefolded his poems and rose, flicked off the light, and said: "Fine, but let usjust look at the ocean a



minute, huh?'

The snakes growing from her scalp hissed and bared fangs.

His hand burned with the dribbling of his own blood where their sharp teeth raked him.
Slowly, sheturned, and the beauty was there in the face— and the horror wasthere.
Inthe eyes.

And hismuscles, dowly but doubtlesdy and without pause, began turning to granite.
"No!" he screamed. "1 think I'm just beginning to see—"

His hair becameindividud strands of rock. Each cdll of hisface froze into eternity and became apart of
something that could never die—that could only be eroded by wind and rain.

And findly hiseyes, saring into hers, dipped into cata-ract, then to stone.

And he woke to the sound of screamsin hisears.
Before opening his eyes, he could see her, pinned behind the whedl, mouth twisted in agony.

Theflameslicking at her face as he was tossed free, the tumbling, burning car, plunging over the cliff and
away.

But when the waking dream was over, he till heard the screams. He fumbled for his bed light, and the
flood of yellow fire made him squint. He looked at the clock. Five o'clock in the morning Trandated
Eath Time.

The dragon warning was in effect. They were not screams, but the wails of mechanical voices. "Beware
and Run," they seemed to say.

Bewareandrun, bewareandrun, bewareandrun ...

He had been deeping in his duty suit, auniform of shimmering purple synthe-fabric. The United Earth
emblem graced hisright arm: adove sitting on agreen globe. That was one symboal that dways repulsed
him. He pictured the dove |oosening its bowels.

Stumbling across the room, he palmed open the door and stepped into the corridor, blinking away the
remain-ders of deep from hiseyes.

Holden Twain was running down the 'hal, strapping his nylon belt around hiswais. "1 have some poetry
for you to look at whilewerein the shelter,” he said breathlessy, coming to ahalt at Dante's side.

Mario liked the kid. He was five years the poet's junior, but hisinnocence seemed to add to his
immeaturity—and charm. He had not met Hemingway's Discovery of Evil. He never understood "The
Killers' when heread it. Dante made him plunge through it every few weeks, searching for that glint of
understanding that would mean hesaw it dl.



"Fine" Mario said. "That'll help passthe hoursin that dreadful hole."

They set out at a steady trot down the hall, past the large windows that peered out upon the dien
landscape.

At the stairwell, Mario ushered the younger man down and waited at the head for the others from that
corridor. He was captain of the block and was to be the last into the shelter from that particular
accessway.

He glanced out of the nearest window. There was sure to be wind. The spindly pine-pamswere
swaying errati-cally, some bent nearly to the sngpping point in the gde. Thiswas only the front of the tidal
winds, he knew, and the soft breezes and the dragons would follow.

The dragonsthat |ooked so beautiful in pictures but which killed any man who looked directly into their
eyes.

The dragons that seemed to live congtantly in the air— without eating.
The dragonsthat killed with their eyes. . ."

He had avison of thefirgt victims, their eyes crysta-lized, shrunken within the blackened sockets, the
brain wilted within the skull. He shuddered.

Stll, it did not seem right to hide when they came.

Though the specially designed lensesfailed, though doz-ens of scientists died trying to prove that they
wouldn't, that men's eyes could be protected from the deadly drag-ons, it did not seem right to hide.

Though gunnery officers could not shoot them down (becauise only ashot in the eye seemed to kill the
beadts, and aiming a those misty, pupilless orbswasimpaossible), it did not seem right to squirrel away in
the earth.

Thelast man in the corridor pounded down the sairs. Dante swung the door shut, sedled it, then flicked
the shut-tersthat would partidly protect the windows.

The shelter wasfilled with men. The city's compliment numbered sixty-eight. They were sixty-eight
prepared to wait out another three hours of dragons and silencein the cdllar.

Dante decided the entire affair got moreridiculous each time. It hardly seemed asif the planet were
worth al thetrouble. But then he knew it was. There were the Bakium deposits, and the planet itsalf was
centrd to this gdaxy. Someday, it would be built nearly as heavily as Earth. A grand population.

Certainly more than sixty-eight.

Sixty-seven.

"Sixty-seven!" the Secretary shrilled.

"Impossiblel" Marshdl shouted.



"Menchen. Menchenisnt here.”

"Who hasthat corridor?’

"I, gr."

"Anamaxender. Why the hell didn't you notice he was missng?'

"Sorry, gr."

"Y ou'll be damned sorry beforethisisover.” Marshall turned to the other faces. "Who saw him last.”

"I believejust about everyone was adegp, commander,” Dante said quietly. Marshal opened his mouth
to speak, then thought better of it. He turned to Twain. ™Y ou know corridor F?'

"YS’ s'r.ll

Every man was required to have amemorized floor plan of theingtdlation buried deep in the emergency
vaults of hismind. It was aridiculous question.

"Go after Menchen. Go to hisroom and see if he needs help. At any cost, get back here.”
"But the dragons,” someone said.
"They won't be out yet, and it will be another haf hour before they gain accessto the upper floors."

Twain was strapping on aradio set, fastening ablaster to his belt. He crossed to Dante and handed him
ashedf of eight papers. He smiled and was gone.

At the head of the stairs, there was a sucking of adoor unsedling, then asecond whine asit sealed
again—behind Holden Twain.

Mare Dante had nothing to do. He could have sat and worried, but the commander had been right.
Dragonswould not break into the upper corridorsfor awhile yet. Until thingsredly started getting bad
above, there was no rea-son to worry.

He sat down and opened the folded sheets of yellow papers.

Hath a man not eyes?
Can hefed not pain?
Doesthe grass grow greener?

Is Gods blood rain?

And soit goes,



Andsoitis.
Isthereasoul ?
Andif thereis,

Whereisit?

M.A. Dante was jed ous. Jeal ousy? When he trandated that and deducted the source, he redlized that
Twain's poetry had taken a change for the better. It was no longer what Dante called "tree and flower
poetry.” There was something of a philosophical notein those last threelines. At least, therewas
pessmism.

Pessmism, he strongly believed, was merdly redism.

Suddenly, he was very worried about the boy—the man —updtairs.

He stood and gpproached Marshdl. "Commander, I—"

Marshdl turned, his eyes gleaming, immediately on the defensive. Between clenched teeth: "Dante. What
isit now?Would you like to take over command of the operation? Would you like to—"

"Oh, shut up!" He turned up the volume on the receiver that would carry Twain's words back to them. "
am not an enemy of yours. | disagree with your methods and pro-cedure. | do not lower myslf to
personal vendetta.”

llLiSer1 n

Theradio crackled, interrupting the building rage with-in Marshal. "Twain here. Menchenisin hisroom.
[11. I'm going to trundle him back."

"What about the dragons?' Marshall snapped into the mike.

"l can hear them bumping softly against the window shields, trying to get in. Like big moths. Creepy.”
"Nonein the hdls?'

"No, Starting back. Out.”

The dragonsthat killed with their eyes. Beautiful drag-ons so the automatic cameras showed. But
dragons that no man could look upon.

Somehow, men must be able to see, he thought. The photos— Dante's mind seemed dangling on the
ravine of ingpiration.

When Twain returned, he was quite relieved, forgot about Marshal, and lived the moments of good



poetry the younger man had composed, commenting and discussing.

"Why do you write?"

Twain thought amoment. "To detail Truth."

"With acapitd T?"

IIY$II

"Thereisn't such athing. Don't interrupt. Thereisno such thing as Truth, no purity with ateg. Itisa
shade of gray somewhere between black and white. It is one thing to adave, another to amonarch, and
yet another to the monk who kneels aonein cloistered walls of towering granite, fingering beads. It isfor
no man to delineate, and for no man to criticize another's understanding of it. Truth, old son, isrelative.

And morethan rdative, it is nonexist-ent as a pure entity.”

"But in the literature classesin college, they said we were to search for the truth. The textbooks on
poetry say we should write to discover truth.”

The sixty plus men muttered among themsdlves. Mar-shall followed his scopes, hisdids, hisunfailing
measur-ing devicesthat justified the way of thingsto man.

"That'swhat they tell you, Mr. Twain. That isaso whatl will tel you. Writeto delineste truth. Yet | warn
you thereisno such thing. Yet | tell you never to stop look-ing, never to forsake the search. Yet do | tell
yethat ye shdl never end the quest. Do you have guts enough to keep looking, Holden Twain?!

Twain looked at him, and silently without needing to explain, he waked off and sat in a corner, staring
intently a thewall whereit joined the ceiling.

Therest of the day he spent tramping in and out of Abner's clinic, checking on Menchen's progress.

The bluewals of the med room made him fed asif he were hanging, dangling precarioudly from the
center of the sky. Thethin slver ingruments on the table, the stark functiona furniture, the university
degrees on thewadlls, the anatomical chart above the operating table asif the surgeon followed a
paint-by-number method in removing an gppendix—all seemed like flotsam and jetsam swirling around in
the crystal sky, remnants of mankind's achieve-ments hurled into the stratosphere after aviolent swipe of
adisgusted God's powerful hand.

"What does he have?'

Abner gared a the diagnostic machine's readings. " Could be atumor.”

"Could be?'

"Could be haf adozen other things. It's hidden in the maze of tissuesin his bowes. Maybe | found it.
Maybenot.

"Whét can you do?'

"Nothing."



"Hell die?"

"We don't have the most modern hospita devised by mankind at our disposdl.”
"I'm not blaming you, Abe."

"l am."

"Hewill die, then?'

"Yes. And because | don't understand. | don't understand.”

At night, while Dante dept, Menchen died. But the poet didn't know. No one would know until the
morning. And it would disturb no ones deep. A thousand sparrows could fall at once. . .

A thousand sparrows, amillion sparrows fell from the sky, between the snowflakes. They crashed
dlently into the pavement. They tangled in the telephone wires— ooking like notesin a staff of copper,
separated by pole-barsinto eco-nomica musica measures. But there was no music.

After they fell, he stood, the collar of his coat turned up to ward off the cold, and looked at their bodies,
bro-ken and bleeding. And he did not understand.

Looking up into the gray sky from whence came the snow swirling like athousand danddlion puffs blown
on by children, he searched hopefully for the source of the coldness.

Far away, tires screeching ...
Metd shredding .. .
Ghostly screamsin the night, awomanin agony ...

Perhaps, he thought, if | could ook with amirror, | could see and know. Perhaps, seeing everything
backwards, the world makes sense. Maybe, if we change our perspec-tive. ..

"Yes" said avoice.

He turned and looked at the snakesin her head, and he could not keep his eyes from dropping to hers.
And dowly, forever and for dways, he turned to stone, crying: "From another perspective you might be
love and not hatred.”

"Yes" shesad, amiling.

Waking, swesting, he knew the answer. It was just crazy enough to work. But he could not say
anything. Marshdl would see his effort as an attempt to gain power. It would, of necessity, be a secret

project.

He turned on the bed lamp, forced himsdlf totaly awake, and set to dismantling his dressing mirror.

Hewasthe last down the stairway at the dragon warn-ing.



"Did you hear?" Twain asked.

"Hear what?'

"Menchen died during the night.”

"Now there might be your only truth. Desth."

"What?'

"It isindisputable, inevitable, and impossible of misin-terpretation.”

He walked away from Twain and secreted himself in a, corner hoping to blend into oblivion. It wasa
corner near astairwell. Roll was called, and al were found to be pres-ent. An hour into the warning, he
rose, meandered through a clot of men to the edge of the stairs. Suddenly, like atired apparition, he was
gone.

At the head of the stairs, he unsealed the door, stepped into the corridor, closed the porfa behind.
Carefully, he removed the delicate, makeshift spectacles from his pocket. They were diamond-like,
circus-prop spectacles of glitter-ing looking glass and golden wire. They worked roughly like a periscope
S0 that the wearer saw amirror reflection of what wasin front of him.

Sucking in his breath, he siwung open the outside door and stepped onto the black soil.

The humming of giant wings sung above him.

Sowly, heturned his head to the skies.

The far-darting beams of the spirit, the un'loosd dreams, he thought.

They were spirits and fairies above him. They were or-ange and magenta and coffee brown and crayon
brown and pecan brown. They were white and chrome yellow and peach yellow and pear yellow.

They werethin, and in spots, through their silken wings, he glimpsed the sun. "Daeda us, your labyrinth
was no more mystifying than asingle wing of these creatures. And Icarus, turn from beside the sun,
beauty isnot up there. Look down and see.”

They were dragons of thewind.

And with hislenses, their eyesdid not burnhim.

Hewaked forth, his mouth gaping. Other linesfrom Whitman's "Passageto Indid" entered hismind.

I mark from on deck the strange landscape, the pure sky, the level sand in the distance...

Truly, there was something about the aien landscape that seemed fresh. In the sunlight filtered through
gossamer wings, he seemed to see more detail. The strange way the chlorophyll wasformed asa
crystaline substance within the yellow-green leaves, the patternsin the sand that he had once considered

only chance happenings. He looked around. There were patternsto everything. The sky was delicately
shaded in a soft-hued, artistic effect. There was atasteful blending of al nature—something he had never



seen before.

He could dmost seetherays of sun likeindividua golden rivers, beaming into everything, showering
back when reflected, soaking in and disappearing when refracted. Theworld wasmorered. . .

Thegigantic dredging machines...

He saw the mining shafts and cranes, recognizing them as dredgers that sucked the scum of a planet,
sent the base ores in gross tanker shipsto run large, smoky factories on an over-popul ated Earth where
some lived in poverty and somein plenty. And they were no longer just mining fools...

| hear the echoes reverberate through the grandest scen-ery intheworld . . .

From the air, vibrating the molecules of hisbody so that he heard with his eyes and ears and mouth and
nose. So that he tasted the notes, 'the pitched wailings of melancholy and joy. So that joy was sweet and
melancholy bitter-sweet. The dragons flocked above him and sang.

The music was soundless and al sound. It was the trum-pets of the marching dead and the flutes of the
living angels. They were strange songs.

Crossing the great desert, the dkaine plains, | behold the enchanting mirages of waters and meadows. .
He stumbled over the sand, heedless of destination. Ev-erything was new to him. A thousand times
before had he looked at it. Never had he seenit.

Thedragons sang of it, thewhy of it. Thewhy.

Careening drunkenly to the mirages, he dipped his handsin cool water and there was no mirage. The
meadows smelled fresh and grassy. They wereredl.

A spark within hismind was rdlighted; his search had ended.

Stumbling, laughing, seeing and hearing the gossamer butterfly-formed dragons, he reached the complex,
went inside, and started for the shelter door.

They were dl standing there looking when he came down the Sairs. He threw the glasses at their feet
and laughed loudly.

"Hesinsane," someone said.

"No!" Mare Dante shouted. "Y ou're insane. All of you. Crackier than abox of sdtines. Y ou hidewhile
al of lifewaitsfor you out there with the Gods."

"Thedragons?"
"The dragons, the Gods. I'm not sure yet."

"Someone grab him," Marshall shouted, working hisway up front.



"And you," Mare said. "Y ou are phony to the bottom of your being. Y ou don't even want to be captain.
You're afraid of the position. But you have to prove yoursdf; you're impotent—"

"Shut up!" Marshdl screamed, hisface white.

"Impotent because once when you were eight, your aunt—"

"Shut up!”

"l can't. It'sinyour eyes. God, can't the rest of you seeit in hiseyes?'

"How did you look at the dragons?' someone asked.

“Through amirror."

"But other men had their eyes burned out.”

"Because they could not face what they saw in thelig-uid eyes of the dragons. They were not killed by
strange, burning rays. They smply folded and lost their souls. But it's beautiful. If you have dways
searched for it, you will find it in their eyes.

"What the hell are you talking about?' Abe asked.

"The dragons are not congtituted of matter.”

Abe stepped closer. "Tak sense, Mare. For God's sake, you'll be committed.”

"When Menchen died, Abe, you told me you couldn't understand. Y ou can understand if you will only
let your-sdlf. Y our weight estimates on the dragons are incorrect. The dragons are weightless, for they
are not formed of matter. Thelife forms on this planet are composed of what we call abstract ideas. The
dragons are truth— Truth. Truth personified. Through them, you can understandwhy.”

"Hesinsane.”

"And there are other life forms here we haven't seen. The dragons were the only onestrying to contact
us, to break down our shelter. Thereisan opposte life form living in the ground. We thought those desert
holes were caves, but they are not. There are worms that burrow miles be-nesth us and fester. The
worms are Hate. Hate personified.”

Someone reached forward to grab him. He struggled and fell.

Miles below the sands, along, caterpillar thing glowed momentarily and turned over.

The floor shook. Almost gleefully, the mob descended and covered Mario Dante until black swallowed
and con-sumed him as he muttered lastly—"Ellen.”

Updtairs, the pair of discarded spectacles clamped to his head, Holden Twain stepped forward into the
outside world, ablaster on his hip, determined to seek out every cave, every wormhole. ...



A THIRD HAND

There seem to be two factions within the science fiction firmament these days, one which arguesthat the
"tradi-tiond" o story isthe best that awriter can produce, the other saying the "traditiona” formisa
waste and that we must al advance into the avante-garde areas which "main-stream” fiction adopted
years ago. It isan interesting battle to watch among science fiction fans, but for someone who sits on the
fence podt (like me) it is exasperating. Those who would condemn al advancement of styleinthefield
are unredistic—as are those who refuse to acknowledge the very finestorytelling qudities of "treditiond”
s. Mogt often, | attempt to mix thetwo, and | think "A Third Hand" isa prime example of this. The hero,
Ti, isa"new wave' hero asfar aswe can type a“new wave' hero. Heisnot astrong, brave,
galaxy-cruising, square-jawed WASP, but a crippled, hung-up little guy with problems outside of his
plot. But the story follows traditiona patterns, alinear form. Except, perhaps, for the very end. Read the
last sentence twice. Think about Timothy, and see what the story becomesfor you. ...

timothywas not human. Not wholly. If oneincluded arms and legsin adefinition of the human body, then
Timothy did not passthe criteria necessary for admission to the club. If one counted two eyesin that
definition, Timothy was dso ruled out, for he had but one eye, after al, and even that was placed in an
unusual position: some-what closer to hisleft ear than ahuman eye should be and definitely an inch lower
in hisoverlarge skull than was the norm. Then therewas his nose. It totaly lacked cartilage. The only
evidence of its presence was two holes, the ragged nostrils, punctuating the relative center of hisbony,
misshapen head. Therewas his skin: waxy ydlow like some artificia fruit and coarse with large, irregular
pores that showed like dark pinpricks bottomed with dried blood. There were hisears. very flat against
his head and somewhat pointed like the ears of awolf. There were other things that would show upon a
closer, more intimate examination, things like his hair (which was of an ato-gether different texture than
any racid variant among the norma human strains), his nipples (which were ever so dightly concave
ingtead of convex), and his genitas (which were male, but which were contained in a pouch just below
his navel and not between his truncated limbs). There was only one way in which Timothy was remotely
human, and that was his brain. But even here, he was not entirely normal, for his1Q was dightly above
250.

He had been aproduct of the Artificid Wombs, agtrictly military project which intended to produce
beings usable as wegpons of war, beings with psonic abilities that could bring the Chineseto their knees.
But when such gnarled results as Timothy rolled from the Wombs, the scientists and generd's connected
with the project threw up their hands and resigned themsel ves to more public condemna-tion.



Timothy was placed in agpecid home for subhuman pro-ductions of the Wombs where he was
expected to diewith-in five years. But it wasin histhird year there that they came to redlize that Timothy
(hewasthe"T" birth in the fifth aphabetica series, thus his name) was more than amindless vegetable.
Much more. It happened at feeding time. The nurse had been dutifully spooning predigested pablum into
his mouth, cleaning hislipsand chin as he dribbled, when one of the other "children” in theward en-tered
its death throes. She hurried off to assst the doctor who was injecting some sedative into the mutant hulk,
leav-ing Timothy hungry. Dueto the training of anew staff nurse that afternoon, he had inadvertently been
skipped in the previous feeding. As aresult, he was ravenous. But the nurse did not return in response to
his caterwauling. He tossed and pitched on hisfoam mattress, but legless and armless as he was, there
was nothing he could do to reach the bowl of food that rested on the table next to his crib, painfully
within sight of his one, migplaced eye. He blinked that eye, squinted it, and lifted the spoon without
touching it! He levitated the instrument to his mouth, licked the pablum from it, and sent it back to the
bowl for more. It was during his sixth spoonful that the nurse returned, saw what was happening and
fainted dead away.

The same night, Timothy was moved from the ward.

Quietly.

He did not know where they were taking him. Indeed, having lacked most of the sensory stimulation
afforded nor-mal three-year-olds, he did not even care. Without proper stimulation, he had never
developed rationd, logical thought processes. He understood nothing beyond his own basic desires, the
desires of hisbody: hunger, air, water, excre-tion. It never occurred to him to wonder where he was
going—if he even knew he was going anywhere.

But he wasn't ignorant for long. The military was hungry for another success (they had had only two
others) and hurried his development aong. They tested his1Q as best they could and found it was dightly
above normal. That was agood sign. There had been fears that they would have to work with a
psionically gifted moron. Next, the computers devised an educationa program suited to hisunique
history. The program was initiated.

He was expected to be talking in seven months.
Hewastaking in five weeks.

He was expected to be able to read in ayear and a, half.
Hewasreading on acollegelevel in three months.

Not surprisingly, they found his1Q wasrisng. An1Q isbased on what an individua haslearned aswell
aswhat heinnately knows. When Timothy had first been tested, he had learned absolutely nothing. His
dightly above norma score had been garnered solely on what he innately knew. Excitement at the project
grew until Timothy had reached an 1Q of 250 plus. It was now eighteen months since he had lifted his
spoon without hands. He devoured books. But he switched from topic to topic, from two weeks of
ad-vanced physicstextsto amonth of 19th Century British Literature. But the military didn't care. They
did not ex-pect him to be aspecidist. They only wanted him to be educated and conversant. At the end
of eighteen months, they felt he was both these things. So they turned to other plans. . .

They coached his psionic abilities, trying to develop them. There were many dreamsin military minds.
There were dreams of Timothy destroying the entire Chinese Army with one burst of psionic power. But



dreams are only dreams. The sad fact was soon evident that Timothy's ps powers were severely limited.
The heaviest thing he could lift was aspoon full of gpplesauce. And hisradius of ability was only one
hundred feet. As a superweapon, it was some-thing of awashout.

The reaction among the generals was more than disap-pointment. After the immediate pardysiswore
off, there was a strong desire for revenge. They opted to dissect him to discover what they could of his
ability.

Luckily for him, the war ended that week.

The Bio-Chem people had come up with the weapon that had ended it. At last turn, the Artificia
Wombs had proved usdless. Thefind wegpon was a virus released on the Chinese mainland at roughly
the same time the gen-erals were discovering Timothy's limitations. Before they could dissect him, the
speedy killer had wiped out approxi-mately one haf the Chinese male popul ation—as it was structured
to affect only certain chromosome combinationsin only the Mongoloid race—and had induced the
enemy into areluctant surrender.

Plansfor dissection went astray. The Wombs were put under the administration of the Bio-Chem
people, and they dissolved the project. The Bio-Chems were fascinated by Timothy. For three weeks,
he was exhaudtively tested and retested. He gave so many spoon-lifting demongtrations that he saw
floating spoonsin hisdeep. And he heard their discussions about "what hisbrain might look like" 1t was
arugged three weeks.

But in the end they didn't saw him up to satisfy their curiosity. Somewhere dong theline, alesk had
reached the press, and the story of the horribly crippled mutant who could lift sooons without touching
them was a Three Day Sensation. During the excitement of those three days, the largest bureau of the
now peace-oriented government, the Veteran's Bureau, stepped in and took control of him. Senator
Kilroy announced that the V eteran’'s Bureau was going to rehabilitate the young man, provide him with
grav plate servo-hands and a grav plate system for mo-bility. Hewas a Three Day Sensation again. And
s0 was the politically wise senator who took credit for the proj-ect. ..

Timothy (or "Ti" as he went by now, having never as-sumed a surname after gaining his freedom) stood
on the patio that jutted beyond the cliff and watched the birds sttling noisily into the big green pinesthat
gpread thickly down the mountainside. Behind him was the house that had been built from the money
acquired from his book advances—Autobiography of a Rejectand ACase For Artificial Birth—a
proud monument of a structure erected over the ruins of a Revolutionary War pro-British secret supplies
cdlar. He cherished the house and what it contained, for it was ninety percent of hisworld. The other ten
percent was his business. He was shrewd, and his business paid off. He used the receipts chiefly to
maintain the house and to buy his books and the filmsfor his private projection room. He had organized
and launched, with hiswriting monies, thefirst stat newspaper desgned solely for enter-tainment. No
news. Just eossip and gossip and more gossip. It was aten-page scandal sheet that stated out of the wall
printersin eleven million homes promptly at eight in the morning and four thirty in the afternoon. But now
his businesswas not with him in histhoughts, and he focused his attention on the birds that fluttered
below. He directed hisleft servo-hand to pull apart the branches obscuring hisview of aparticularly fine
specimen. The six-fingered prostho swept away from him on the grav plates that cored its pam, shot
forty feet down the embankment to the offending branch and gently pulled it aside so as not to disturb the
birds.

But the birds were too aware: they flew. Using hislimited ps power, Ti reached into the two hundred



minia-ture switches of the control module buried in the globe of the grav plate system that capped his
truncated legs. The switches, operated by hisps power, in turn maneuvered his hands and moved him
about on hisgrav plate sphere as he wished. He recaled hisleft servo-hand now that the bird had gone.
It rushed back to him and floated at hisleft Side, directly out from his shoulder, just astheright hand
floated on the other side.

Helooked at hiswatch and was surprised to find it was past time for hisusua morning chat with
Tagudter. Heflipped the mini-switches, floated around and through the patio doors into the plush living
room. He moved across the fur carpet and glided into the specia cup-chair of hisMindlink set. Heraised
aservo-hand and pulled down the glittering hdmet, fitting it securely to his bony cranium (it too had been
specidly crafted), reached out with the other servo and threw the proper toggles to shift hismind into the
recaiver in Taguster'sliving room. There was amoment of blurring when intense blacks and grays
swarmed formlessy about him. His mind flashed on the Mindlink Com-pany beam past thousands of
other minds going to other receivers, covered the forty milesto the city and Taguster's house. The blacks
and grays swirled dizzingly, then cleared and turned into colors. The first thing he saw through the
receiver camerawas Taguster lying dead against thewall

No. Not dead. There was blood, surely, pooling about the concert guitarist's head, but that same head
was a'so mov-ing, nodding in near unconsciousness, but nodding none-theless. Ti settled hismind into the
comfortable interior of the recelver and operated the voice box. "Lenny!"

It was dmost impossible for him to believe the musician was hurt—maybe mortaly hurt. A good friend
never dies. Never! The shock of the situation echoed back histrace pathway on the Mindlink beam and
jolted through his body, trying to make that dumb hulk of flesh understand the horror of the Situation.

"Lenny, what happened?’

Tagudter raised his head alittle, enough for Ti to see the thin dart buried half in histhroat. Taguster tried
to say something, but he could manage only athick gurgle, like syrup splattering againgt the bottom of a
gavanized bucket.

Darts? Who would want to kill Leonard Taguster? And why hadn't they finished the job?

The musician was gurgling franticaly asif he desperate-ly needed to communicate something. Ti'smind
swvamin-sdetherecever, asif it were trying to bresk free and dissipate its charge. He was fighting off
panic, and he knew it. Taguster wanted to say something. But how could that be accomplished with his
paethroat violated? He could not talk. And from the looks of it, the dart had been tipped with something
that madeit impossible for him to walk, something that had partidly paralyzed him. He scrab-bled alimp
hand againgt thewadll asif writing without implement, and Ti got theidea. He turned the head of the
receiver around so that the cameras showed him most of the room. There was adesk with various
writing toolslying onit, and it was only twenty feet away, against the far wall. But areceiver was not
mobile—and Taguster could not move. Ti thought of retreating from the receiver and returning to his
body, calling the police from his house. But from the looks of him, Taguster could not last that much
longer, and the man's desire to communicate was too intense to ignore.

Ti had never thought to experiment to seeif hisps power traveled with hismind when he entered a
receiver, but thiswas as good atime as any to find out! He squinted eyesthat he didn't have (the
cameras could not rightfully be caled eyes, and his own orb was a home, lying lopsded in hisirregular
head) and forced his ps energiesto codescein the vicinity of the desk. He reached out and toyed with



the pencil. It flipped over and amost rolled onto the floor! He doubled his effort, lifted it, and floated it
across the room to where Taguster lay dying. He imagined he was swesting.

Tagugter picked the instrument up and held it asif he were not exactly sure what to do with it. He
coughed up blood and stared at that a moment.

"Lenny," the mutant urged. "Writeit. Write. . . it."

Taguster looked blearily up at the receiver screen, seemed to nod. He raised his hand and wrote on the
wdl: MARGLE. The letters were shaky and uneven, but they were readable,

"What does that mean?"
Taguster seemed to sigh, dropped the pencil.
"Lenny!™

Taguster looked at the screen again, fumbled with the pencil, lifted it and scribbled under the word
"Margle': NAME.

So Margie was aname. And now that the connection had been made for him, Ti seemed to have
remembered hearing it somewhere, though he could not place the source or context. Well, anyway, the
musi cian had named hiswould-be killer, and the mutant felt justified in leaving the scene long enough to
notify the police. But then, someone screamed.

It was awoman's scream, high and piercing. It started full strength, turned to agurgle much like
Taguster's, and trailed away. It had come from the direction of the bed-room. There was another
receiver in there, an extension of the living room box, and Ti vacated his present perch for the bedroom
St

It was awoman. She had been trying to get out of the window, but her flimsy nightdress had caught on
the win-dow latch, delaying her just amoment too long. There were three dartsin her back, and the
yelow negligee was running with red, red blood. Ti looked to theright, hunt-ing the killer. He had
assumed the man had left, but he had only disabled Taguster, then had gone quickly on to the woman to
kill her before she could escape. The blood had now soaked her negligee and was dripping onto the floor
from thefrilly lace edging. He shifted the camerato theleft, and he saw hiskiller. And it wasntaman. . .

It was a Police Hound. Its dark metal body floated to-ward the doorway, its two servo-hands flying
ahead of it, their fingerstensed asif they were ready to latch onto something and strangle it to death. The
dart tube on its burnished belly was protruding, prepared for action. Thiswasthekiller, thirty-odd
pounds of ball-shaped computer that could track aman by smell, sight, touch, and sound. And only the
police should have one!

But why would the police want to kill Leonard Taguster? And why should they use such a roundabout
method of obtaining his destruction? Why not smply haul him in on some phony charge replete with
carefully prepared evi-dence and do away with him legdly?

The Hound disappeared through the doorway into the hall, and Ti suddenly remembered Taguster lying
back therein the living room. The Hound was going back to finish the job! The darts were evidently
tipped with poi-son, though Police Hounds should carry only defense-and-capture narcotics. Now that
Taguster'slover had been kept from spreading the news, it was time to take care of the guitarist in proper



fashion.

Ti retreated from the bedroom connection and shifted his mind back to the main receiver. Taguster was
dill lying againgt thewall in the same postion, gtill not un-conscious, Hill gurgling, trying totdl Ti who
Margie was. But the Hound was on itsway! Ti searched the room franticaly for aweapon.

The Hound came through the doorway and drifted to-ward Taguster.

Ti found acurio, asmall brass peasant leading asmall brass mule, a hand-crafted trinket Taguster had
brought back from histour of Mexico. Helifted it with hisps power and threw it a the Hound. The toy
bounced off the dully gleaming hide of the machine, fell harmlesdy to the floor. The Hound drifted at
Tagudter, its dart tube thrusting farther out of its underside, its servos spreading to either Sdeto giveit a
clear lineof fire.

Ti found an ashtray, tried lifting it, could not.

Panic threatened to tip him into irrationdity. But that, he cautioned himsalf, would do the musician no
good a dl. He was the man's only hope! There were only seconds | eft. Then he remembered the gun on
the desktop. It had been lying at the opposite end from the pencils, heavy and ugly, adeterrent to
burglars. He touched the pistol psionicaly, but he could not nudge it. He pressed harder, eventudly
moved it dightly until the barrdl was pointing toward the Hound. Pulling the light wire of the autométic
trigger was easy. The gun spat a narco-needle that bounced off the beast. That was no good!

And then the Hound shot Taguster. Four timesin the chest:thud, thud, thud, thud! The guitarist gurgled
thickly, sighed, and dropped his head, quite dead now. Ti fdlt asif al the energy he had possessed had
been sucked out of him by an dectric vampire, yet he could not Iet the Hound escape. He sent his
cameras swiveling about, looking for things small enough to be handled by hislimited talents. He found
varioustrinkets and figurines and rained them usalesdy upon the killer machine. It surveyed the room,
perplexed, firing dartsin the direction from which the souvenir hail came, unable to discover its assallant.
Then it turned a spatter of darts on the receiver head and floated out of the room—out of the house and

avay ...

For atime, Ti remained in the living room receiver, look-ing a Taguster's corpse. He was too weakened
to do any-thing e se. Hismind filled with remembrances of their friendship, scene after sceneflicking after
one another like dried leaves blown by acold autumn wind. Finally, when there were no more memories,
there was nothing to do but return to his own set, to his own house. He broke with Taguster's receiver
and alowed hismind to flow back into the Mindlink beam, mixing with the blacks and the grays and the
amost subaudible murmuring of the thousands of other Mindlink customers. Colors appeared, and he
was abruptly back in hisown body. He sat for amoment, re-gaining lost energy, then used aservo to lift
the hlmet from his head and shut off the machine.

What now?

Ordinarily, he would not have had to consider that ques-tion, for he would have wasted no timein
summoning the police. But it had been a Police Hound that had killed Leonard Taguster! If thelegd
authorities had conspired to take the musician's life, as unlikely asthat seemed, then it was madnessto
contact them about investigating the crime! No, he had to know more before he took any ac-tion. But
what did he have to go on? Margle! He had the name. He lifted out of the cup-chair and crossed the
liv-ing room, moved through a painting-lined corridor, and cameinto the library. He stopped at the wall
where the direct com-screen toEnter stat, his newspaper, lay like acataracted eyeball. He punched a
button, the third yellow onein an dternating series of green and ydlow. A panel did away besdethe



screen, reveding acomputer keyboard, the direct line to theEnter stat computer. He punched out the
|ettersm-a-r-g-1-e and depressed the bar markedfull data report.

Thirty seconds later, a printed stat sheet popped out of theinfo recelva dot and into the plagtic tray,
glistening wetly. He waited a moment for it to dry, then reached with a servo and picked it up. Heheld it
up to hiseye, read it, blinking. Klaus Margie was connected with the Dark Brethren, the underworld
organi zation that had been encroaching on the territory once sacrosanct to the Mafia, and it was rumored
that he was the number one man, though thisinformation could not be checked for authentici-ty. He was
sx feet tall and weighed two hundred and one pounds. His hair was dark, but his eyeswere "baby blue.
He had athree-inch scar dong hisright jaw line. He was missing athumb on hisright hand. He believed
in taking a hand in the common dangerous chores of the mob. He would not send one of hisboysto do
something he had never done himsalf. He was aman of action, not a desk-chained gangster executive.
He dated Polly London, the risng young starlet. That was why Enter stat had his biography. End of
information.

Ti dropped the paper back into the receival tray and stared thoughtfully at the computer keyboard. That
explained the Police Hound. The underworld could lay hands on anything it wanted by bribing the proper
officids. And somewhere it had secured aHound. Wéll, he could just go and dia the police now, report
the murder, for they were not involved. Or could he? Hisintuition (athing he had long ago learned to
respect) told him he should know more about Klaus Margle before he put his nonexistent foot into a
nasty patch of briars. He punched out theEnter stat main phone number on the com-screen and waited
while the two-dimension media (Almost entirely abusiness service now that three-dimensiona Mindlink
had taken over in the private communications area) rang the number. The blank screen suddenly popped
into light, and the face of Enter stat's editor, George Creol, swam into view, settled, held still, staring out
a himwith large, mel-ancholy eyes. "Oh, hello, Chief. What isit?"

"l want someinformation on astory prospect.”

"Y ou writing again, Chief?'Y ou dways did do greet articles”

"Uh, well, just something that interested me. | thought it might make agood festure.”

"Whoisit?"

"Klaus Margle. He may be the top boy of the Dark Brethren. He dates Polly London. Missing athumb
on hisright hand, scarred on hisface. That'sabout al | know, and | got that from our computer. Think
you could put are-searcher on it?"

"Sure thing, Chief. When do you want the Stuff? To-morrow?"

"l want itin an hour.”

"But, Chief—"

"It doesn't have to be complex. | don't need apsycho-logical profile or anything like that. Just the basics.
Put adozen researchersonit if you haveto, but haveit in an hour!™

"Sounds big."

"Itis'



"I'll get onit right away. Cal you back in an hour.”
Creol signed off, and the screen went blank again.
Ti mixed himsdlf astrong whiskey sour and waited.

An hour later, the com-screen bleeped. He flipped it to reception and watched Creol's face fadein. "Got
it, Chief," Creol said. "Hey, hesquiteafdlow!"”

"Sa it
"Surething.”

Creol placed the documents under his recorder scope, one sheet a atime, then punched the transmit
button. Moments later, the wet copies dropped into thetray in Ti'swal. He didn't rush to pick them up,
though his nerves screamed for action. Creol was already too interested. He didn't want to blow any of
thisuntil he knew what he was doing. When al the papers had dropped, he thanked the editor and rang
off. He sent aservo to retrieve the data and carried it back into the living room. He did into a cup-chair
beneath areading globe and shut off the grav plates.

When he had finished reading everything the research-ers had found on Klaus Margle, he knew, beyond
doulbt, that the man was head of the Dark Brethren. Thelist of other gangsters liquidated under his
auspices was avesome. By studying the killings tentatively credited to Klaus Mar-gle, Ti could seethe
gory of an industrious criminal assas-sinating hisway up the ranks and right into the top roost. The
information told him one other thing: he had been wise not to contact the police. Klaus Margle had been
arrested nine different times. And he had beaten every rap. Whether he had clever lawyers or whether he
gpread money around where it would do him the most good was of little consequence. What counted
wasthat if the police investigated this, Margle would eventualy go free as he had before. Then he would
come hunting for argect named Timothy. No, thiswas not something he could turn over to the police.
Not until he had conclusive evi-dence against Margle, evidence the crook could not buy hisway out of.
He was going tohave to handlethisthing himself. ..

Ti didinto hisMindlink cup-chair, cut hisgrav plates, and bresthed deeply. As he lowered the helmet
and fitted it, hismind raced through the aleyways of the Situation. Why should Klaus Margle want to kill
aconcert guitar-ig? And how had Taguster come to know the gangster in the first place? It was not his
usual type of acquaintance. They were questions that would need answering if he wanted to sew up this
case before reporting it to the authorities. But Taguster was dead, and Margle would certainly not talk,
so where did that leave Ti? Nowhere. He flipped the toggles, leaped into the beam, and settled into the
receiver in Taguster's living room. The body was till there, of course, twisted grotesquely in its degth
agonies.

Ti swung the cameras from |eft to right and found the closet door he wanted. He hoped the thing was
where Taguster usually kept it. He palmed open the closet door with his power. Multicolored warning
lights flashed amber and crimson and green. He shut off the alarm and looked at the smulacrum. It was a
perfect likeness of the musician— except that it wasn't now full of poisoned pins.

Taguster had had the smulacrum made to help him avoid the adulation of hisfans. When he was on tour,
it was dways the android that entered the hotels through the front door, while Taguster snesked ina
service entrance. The smulacrum could walk, talk, think, do almost every-thing Taguster could do. Its



complex, brain was cored with his memory tapes and his psychological reaction patterns, so that it could
passfor him even in the company of casud friends, though someone as closeto him as Ti could not redlly
be fooled.

Ti reached psonicaly under the flowered sports coat the machine wore, brought it to active status, its
eyes opened, cloudy at firgt, then clearing until its gaze was penetrating. "You," Ti said. "Sim, come here."

It walked out of the closet and stopped before the re-ceiver. For amoment, Ti had the eerie sensation
that Taguster had returned from the dead. It was suddenly dis-tasteful to, be ordering thisimage of his
friend about like a peasant before amonarch—but it was a so essentid to the half-conceived plan il
taking shgpein hismind.

"Sm," hesad agan.
It raised its eyes and stared directly at the cameras.

"Sim, thereisayoung woman at the window in the bedroom. Sheis—dead. | want you to bring her into
the utility room. Be careful and don't spill her blood on the carpet. Go."

"Right," the Sim said, turning toward the bedroom. A moment later, he returned, the body cradled in his
arms. The blood had ceased to flow and was drying on her lacy garment. The smulacrum stalked across
theliving room and out of sght.

Ti shifted into the kitchen receiver, watched the android march through and into the utility area. He could
only see part of that room through the door, for there was no re-ceiver in it. "Empty the freezer,” he
directed the android. It complied, piling the hams and roasts and vegetables on the floor.

"Now put her body init."
It did thisthing too.

He ordered it to retrieve Taguster's corpse and do the same withit. If it took aday or so for thisplan to
be worked out and put into operation, if it required a couple of daysto trap Margle, he wanted to be
certain the bodieswere well preserved for afuture autopsy. Thiswas gruesome, but it was the only thing
he could do. When both bodies were in the freezer and the food that had been there was dumped into
theincinerator chute, he sent the android about cleaning up al traces of the muder, scrubbing the blood
from the floor and carpet, wash-ing the wall down where the musician had scribbled upon it. When the
machine-man had finished, the house looked perfectly normal, completely serene.

"Sit down and wait for me," hedirected it.
It complied.

He dropped into the Mindlink beam and returned home. He went into the library, sat down at histyper,
and used his nimble servos to compose anew headline story for the four thirty edition. Polly London
would surely readEnter stat to seeif she were mentioned, and it was quite possible that she would pass
along the story to Klaus Mar-gle. If Margle didn't subscribe toEnter stat himsdlf . . . When he had
finished the eight hundred wordsto the piece, he rang Creol. The man's melancholy eyesresolved firdt,
then the rest of hisface. "Chief. Wasn't theinfo complete enough?’

"Fine, George, fine. Look, | have another story that goesin the four thirty edition. | want you to tear out



the lead story, no matter what it is, and put this one in with two-inch caps.”
"BU—"

"I know you have the paper ready, but thisiswhat | want."

"Stet it, Chief."

He did. Seconds later, he saw it drop into Creol's desk tray. The editor picked it up, read over it.
"What's the headline?" he asked, picking up a pencil.

"Ah - CONCERT GUITARIST VICTIM OF WOULD-BE KILLER."

"But hewasnt killed?'

"Right."

"Then this doesn't make such asensationa headline, Chief. The one we haveis—"
"I know. But | want this as the lead anyhow."

"It means resetting page one—"

"Doit."

"You'rethe boss."

"Right you are.”

Herang off. His heart was begting unreasonably fast. He could fed his pulse throbbing in his neck. He
moved back to the Mindlink set and shifted into Taguster's house again. The smulacrum waited, hands
folded on its lap. He thought a moment, then gaveit orders. "l want you to phone Har-vard Detective
Agency, Incorporated, and contract an in-vestigator—one of their best. Tell him an attempt was made on
your life and you want to find who it was. Tell him you want to see him tomorrow after you have
compiled what information you can on your own. Tell him—four o'clock tomorrow.”

The android stood, found the number of the agency and dided it on the com-screen system. He made
the transac-tion, even bargaining over the going rate per diem for a Class | agent, hung up, and returned
to hischair. "It'sdl fixed," he said in the very tones Leonard Taguster would have used. "Anything e se?"

"Not yet. You might aswell goinactive." He sent hisps power under the sportscoat again, flipped off
the android. It seemed to sag initschair. Its eyes clouded again, then dipped shut asif it were deeping.

Ti settled in the Mindlink receiver to wait. At four thirty, Enterstat would report that an unsuccessful
attempt had been made on Taguster'slife. It would aso report that he had hired Harvard Detective
Agency to investigate the at-tempt for him. If Margle read or heard of the article, he would call
Harvard—perhaps offering to pay for Taguster's use of the firm, saying he was aclose and concerned
friend. Thefirm would agree, for they redly would believe they were representing the musician. And
Margle would think his man was gill dive. What he would do then was atoss up. It was unlikely,
however, that he would send the Hound to try again at ajob it had bungled. Margle was too thor-ough a
man for that. And given his propengty for persond involvement, he might just show up himsdlf. Thet's



what Ti was counting on. But there was nothing to do but wait...

He had everything ready. The movie camerawas pos-tioned back in his own house, right next to the
Mindlink set, ready to be jacked in and record on film whatever transpired in the house of Leonard
Tagudter. Ifonly Marglewould show . . .

At Six ten, the com-screen burred.

Quickly, he activated the android. Its eyes blinked, un-clouded, and it stood erect, striding off to the
corn-screen just as naturally asif it had been avakened from a sound nap. It punched to receive the cal,
and the screen lighted, although no image appeared on it. The android, though, was transmitting, and
Klaus Margle—for who el se would not want his face seen on the com-screen?—was getting afull-face
view of the man he had ordered destroyed. "Who isthis?' the android asked.

Therewasno reply.
"Whoisthis?'
The com screen went dead. The other party had run off without saying a single word.

The android returned to his chair and looked at the Mindlink receiver. "Did | act correctly under the
circum-stances?"

"Yes. Yes, youdid."

"Then perhaps you could tell me just what those cir-cumstances are. | should know more about the
gtuaion.”

Ti filled the machine-man in on the degath of its owner and dl that Ti had learned about the prospective
killer. When he had finished talking, he was worn out, and he fancied the receiver talkbox was smoking.
They sat, wait-ing. Darkness came, and they turned on the low lights that flushed the room with a soft
orange-red glow. At ten o'clock, Ti redlized that he had not eaten anything al day— and that he was
thirsty aswell. But he dared not leave the receiver lest his suspect arrive while he was gone. At aquarter
after eleven, then, they heard thefirst noise of an intruder ...

There was a splintering of wood and a sharp thudding, the sound adoor or window sl might make asit
was wrenched out of itsframe. The smulacrum cameto its feet and stood looking about the room. "The
kitchen," hesaid.

Ti shifted into the kitchen. The door was indeed bowed out of its frame, shivering as something struck it
heavily again. A shoulder? Klaus Margle's shoulder, battering away into the house? The door gave, the
latch ripped loose, and the portal swung inward. Beyond floated the Hound. But that didn't fit Margle at
al! If they thought the Hound had failed— Then he understood. If the Hound had failed, Margie would
send it again to try to determine why. There would be men waiting outside in the event the Hound was
again unsuccessful. And the confrontation between Hound and android was near. The smulacrum came
into the kitchen. The Hound detected him, lurched, whined dmost like ared dog. It surged through into
the gloomy kitchen and fired haf adozen darts. The pins stuck in the pseudo-flesh of the android, but the
poison could do nothing to his unhuman system of wires and tubes—and he did not even bleed. The
Hound swung to the left, shot Sx more darts up the smulacrum's sde. Again, the weapon failed to kill.



The android advanced on the Hound.

The Hound ordered its servos ahead and latched one of them around the android's neck, thinking to
grangleit. The other servo came up and battered at the artificia face. The machine-man's nose bent into
an odd angle, but it didn't break. The android reached up and grabbed the servas, ripped them off
himsdlf. He turned, rammed the ends of the metad hands againgt the wall, snapping some of the fingers.
Again. And again, until they were al bro-ken. The hands floated where he | eft them, grav plates ill
operational, but unable to heed the commands of their master, the Hound.

"Captureit and destroy it," Ti ordered.

The smulacrum moved forward and grabbed the ball. It strained to move away from him, but could not.
It shot dartsinto his chest, usdesdy. He dragged it across the room, thrust it against the wall. It struck
with asharp crack, struggled, but was no match for the superhuman e ectronic and metal muscles of the
smulacrum. He smashed it again and again, just as he had the hands, until the housing on the grav plates
buckled and the plates loosened. He ripped the housing off, pulled the plates out of their connections and
tossed them across the room where they floated above the sink.

“"Now tossit back outside," Ti ordered.

The android did so, walking onto the platform of the rear patio and heaving the beast over the edgeto
fal on the driveway below. It struck with aresounding crash and shattered into a dozen or more large
pieces. The an-droid came back inside and crossed to the receiver. It wastime for morewaiting . . .

Minutes passed. A hdf an hour. Ti began to worry that they had been too drastic with the Hound and
had scared off their killer. But just when he was ready to speak to the machine-man, he heard the squeak
of shoes on the patio sairsleading from the rear lawn. "They're coming,” he whispered fiercely.

The smulacrum nodded.

He dropped into Mindlink beam and returned home, set a servo hand to connect the camerato the
impulses registering on this connection, and began filming the kitch-en. When he returned, the gangsters
had not yet arrived.

They came two seconds later, preceded by tear gas gre-nades. The kitchen filled with thick, acrid,
blue-green fumes that roiled farther into the house, blanketing every room. Moments later, three dark
figures came through the door-way wearing breathers and waving pin guns around like smal boyswith
toys. Ti focused the camera on them, was e ated when he discovered Margle's face—blue eyes, black
hair, and a scarred cheek. He got agood, clear shot of him. Then he filmed the two accomplices,
determined to convict them al. He did not take the camera off their faces. The intruders were obliviousto
him, however. They spotted the android and decided it was Taguster in abreather of his own and that
they had better firewhile they sill had achance. Their dart guns burst with staccato tapping that echoed
about the gasfilled kitchen.

The darts sank in but had no effect. The smulacrum ad-vanced on the trio. One of them found the light
switch, pamed it. In the ensuing brilliance, they saw dl the darts puncturing the pseudo-flesh and knew
the smulacrum for what it was. They holstered their weapons and moved in onit. It started backing away
from them, but they cornered it, pinned the machine's arms, and reached under its flow-ered coat,
deactivating it. It blinked its eyes, clouded them, closed them, and dumped againgt the wall, diding to the
floor likeadrunk finally reaching hislimit.



"Spread out and search the place,” Margle ordered.

The two men moved through the rest of the house. Mar-gle checked the utility room (though not the
freezer) and the kitchen closet. A minute or two after he had finished, the others returned. "Nothing
anywhere," one of them said, shaking his head. Then he seemed to become aware of the soft light of the
Mindlink recelver cameras. "Bosd™

They came at the receiver like madmen, leering, enraged, snorting, faces flushed and lips twisted. One of
the men raised agun butt to smash in the lens, but Margle grabbed hisarm. "No!"

"But, Boss—"

"Youl" Margie snapped, directing hisleer straight into the camera. "We're going to find you. Were going
to trace you from the call records." He grinned, pressed hisfingertips againgt the lens. Then he drew his
pistol, moved hisfin-gers, swung the butt, and smashed in the glass. ..

He settled into the Mindlink receiver in his own house, shaken, raised the helmet, and flipped off the
machine. Margle had broken the lens—but not soon enough. The camera had been grinding away the
entiretime. It was only now, after the confrontation had come and passed, that he realized how tense he
was. Hetried to relax, recall-ing some relaxing yoga contemplation patterns that he had picked up
somewhere. It worked alittle. Y es, Margle could trace the calif he brought in aMindlink expert, and
there was no doubt the mob could have access to such a per-son, for the mob had accessto everything.
But even with an expert, that would take severd hours. And Marglejust didn't have that much time I eft.

Ti disconnected the movie camerafrom the set and took it into the library, to the film corner. He dipped
the loaded spooal into the automatic processor, waited eight minutes, removed it completely developed.
He sStretched out alength of the film and held it between himself and the celling light. There wastheface
of KlausMargle, asugly asinred life, scar and dl. Ti had won.

He moved to the corn-screen and punched the number One. A moment later, the screen brightened, and
adesk sergeant's face popped into view. "Police," he said, a pen-cil in his hands, ready to record any
pertinent informartion, even though the cal—like al calsto the police—was being recorded.

"l would like to report amurder,” he said, then abrupt-ly wished he had been more circumspect.

The desk officer's face dipped away and was replaced by another hung above shoulders that were
covered in plain brown business suit. "Homicide, here," the new face said. "Go on."

"|—have amurder to report.”
"Goon."

n__

"Wdl?

"I want to report it in person. | have evidence."



"The com-screen isfine. We handle dl our homicides over the com—"

"In person,” Ti perssted. He knew the sort of run-around he could get by phone. His own editor, Creol,
gave the run-around to almost everyone who caledEnter stat to speak toTi.

"Look, Mr.— Y ou haven't reported your name. Thein-former's name .should always be the first
gatement. What's your name?"

"Timothy of Enter stat."

The detectives eyebrows went up. "And you won't report over the com-screen?”

“No."

"WEell send aman around. Y our addressisin centrd files?'

"Y%"

"Betherein fifteen minutes.”

When the police dedt with the wedlthy, the tresatment was somewhat different than when they dedlt with
the comfortable or the poor. Ti knew it, did not likeit, but was nevertheless glad of it now. If he wanted
to be sure this case got solved, he was convinced that he must launch it himsalf. And sinceit was easier
for them to come to him,-he had had to make them do just that.

Fifteen minuteslater, amost to the second, the doorbell rang. He sent a servo to turn the latch knob and
pull the porta wide. A thin man with a pencil mustache stepped through into the living room. The servo
closed the door behind him. Helooked at Ti a moment, tried to conceal his shock—shock though he
was certain to know the mutant's nature—and took off hisfur hat. "Detective Modigliani," hesad in tight,
compressed words, each syllable like the quick crack of arifle shot.

"Glad to meet you, Detective. Comein. Sit down.”

The thin man crossed the room and took a seat while Ti drifted into one of his own specia cup-chairs
and shut down hisgrav plates. "Thisismost unusud,” Modigliani said.

"It'san unusual case."

"Perhapsyou could explainit?'

Ti hesitated only amoment, then launched into his story. When he had finished, the detective sat with his
handsfolded in hislgp and twisted his mouth asif trying to get at his mustache and nibble oniit. "Quite
extraordinary. And you say you have film?'

"Yes"

The detective scowled. "Y ou have invaded privacy, you know"

"What?'

Modigliani stood and paced to the wall, turned dramati-caly. "Privacy, Sir. It'san invasion of privacy to



photo-graph someone through the Mindlink impressions.”
"But | was corrdling evidence!”
"That's the job of the police, don't you think?"

"I happen to know," Ti said, flipping on his systems and rising from his chair, "that Klaus Margle was
arrested ninetimes and yet never served a prison sentence.”

"What are you suggesting?"'

He amost spat out the accusations that were most as-suredly true, but he held histongue just long
enough to cam himself. "Nothing. Nothing. But—well, have alook at the films, why don't you?'

"Yes. | would liketo seethose,"

Ti led the way into the library where he set up the pro-jector and pulled down the wall screen. "Hit the
lights, will you?'

Modigliani hit thelights. There was darkness.

The projector hummed, and suddenly the screen wasfilled with images. Roiling smoke clouds, to begin
with. Then, coming through these were three men with breath-ers clamped in their teeth, with plugsin
their nogtrils. The picture zoomed in on the lead man, and there was Klaus Margle, larger than life!

But just hisface. Asthe picture progressed, Ti discov-ered hiserror: he had been so anxiousto get
good shots of Margie's face that he had missed most of the other ac-tion. He had trained the cameras on
the heads of thein-vaders, missing nearly everything else that they did. There was no sound, either. The
threatening face of Klaus Margle leaning into the camera at the end lacked force when hiswords were
nonexistent.

The film stuttered, dipped, and was gone.
"It'snot much," Modigliani said.
Ti started to protest.

The detective interrupted. "1t's not redly much. Faces. Y ou could have filmed Klaus Margie dmost
anywhere”

"But thetear gas—"

"And | didn't see him killing anyone. It till looks to me like we should chiefly be concerned with an
invasion-of-privacy charge againgt you, sSir, not with some charge againg Mr. Margle.”

Ti must have seen the futility of argument, but he wouldn't dlow himself to givein that easly. He argued,
pleaded, lost histemper and called names. All names, of course, be-ing sucked up by the detective's
personal recorder for fu-ture use. In the end, he could only suggest calling Taguster's home. Either the
receiverswould all be broken, or they would meet Klaus Margle and his henchmen.

"Or," Modigliani pointed out, "there may be no answer, which isn't enough to warrant an investigation



ether.”

But there was an answer. Taguster's face popped onto the corn-screen, smiling. "Y es?!
Modigliani turned and gave Ti an I-told-you-so look.

"Theandroid,” Ti hissed.

Modigliani identified himsdlf to Taguster's smulacrum. "Weve had areport,” he said, "that you've been
murdered.”

Tagugter laughed. It was very hard to believe he was an android. "Asyou can see—" he didn't bother to
finish.

"Would you mind," Modigliani asked, "if | moved into Mindlink and inspected your rooms & close
range?'

"Go ahead,” Taguster'sandroid said confidently.

"Thank you," Modigliani flipped off the corn-screen and returned to the living room and the Mindlink set
there. He popped into Mindlink beam and entered the living room receiver a Taguster's. He flipped to
the bedrooms, game-rooms, library, theater, and finaly the kitchen. He thanked Taguster for the
permission to investigate and expressed his gpologies at theintruson. He returned to Ti's set and
re-moved the helmet that didn't quite properly fit hishead. "Nothing," he said.

"Thekitchen recaver—"

"Wasin fine working order. | don't know what you were trying to prove, sir, but—"

"They could have used amob expert to restore the re-ceiver.”

"And Teguster?'

"That was hisandroid!"

"Androids, you must know, don't generdly do anything that is detrimental to their owners. If the red
Leonard Taguster were murdered, his android would not willingly assist the murderers.”

"They could havetinkered with him."
"That tekes areal expert.”
"You know aswell as| that Klaus Margle can afford such experts and keeps them on hand!”

Modigliani's seeming stupidity was beginning to annoy Timothy to the point where he wasn't ableto
suppress hisrage. Histwisted face flushed, and he could not make his servos stay till. "They flitted back
and forth like frightened animals looking for a place to hide. But then Modigliani gave away the name of
hisgame: "Sir," he said, "I must caution you to refrain from dander. Mr. Klaus Margle, the KlausMargle
to which you refer, is nothing more than the owner of alarge number of restaurants and garages. Heisa
respectable businessman, and he should not be open to such danderous comment—"



"Detective Modigliani,” Ti said, hisvoiceleve, but threstening to escalate into hilarity, "you know
damned well—"

"Thisisbeing recorded. | must inform you of that." He parted the haves of his round-necked coat to
reved the chest-strapped mini-recorder.

Ti stopped. It was obvious now why he had had such a hard time with Modigliani. The man was bought.
When he had learned the accused was Klaus Margle, he had seen where his duty lay—and it wasn't with
the Truth. He wasn't interested in investigating the crime. He was only concerned with making a case
agang Ti asan unreliable witness. He was doing agood job. And Ti realized his own rage would be
interpreted asinane prattling if he didn't manage to control himself. "Perhaps you had better go," he said,
clamping imaginary hands on hisboiling fury.

"Thefilm," Modigliani said, returning to thelibrary.

Ti floated quickly after him, but wastoo late. When he came through the library doors, the detective had
removed the film from the projector and was returning. "Y ou can't havethat!" Ti snapped.

"On the contrary. Well have to study it to seeif it wasfaked. | don't know what you have against Mr.
Margle that would lead you to the congtruction of such aplanto discredit him, but if falsification of film
intended as evi-dence has taken place, we will bein contact with you."

And hewas gone. Ti sood at the window watching him go, knowing full well that the film would be
destroyed be-tween here and the police headquarters and that Detec-tive Modigliani would get abonus
from the Dark Brethren this month.

He returned to Mindlink and called Taguster's house. The android was there, reading a book,
apparently. It spoketo him asif he didn't know it was the android, asked him how he had been getting
aong. He didn't bother to answer. He went from room to room, but he could find nothing. He dipped out
of the Taguster house and into his own set, removing the helmet.

It was two o'clock in the morning. And Margle was on hisway ...

There were preparations to be made. The police were not going to be any good. There was no hope
that they would help. He knew without need of further corroboration, that any further calls he madeto
the police would be automatically routed to Modigliani, who would see that he was given the brush-off.
So he had to defend himself. He had a collection of pin and dart weapons with which he amused himsdlf
in the basement shooting range. He collected three of these and brought them upstairs. He carried books
into the kitchen and braced one of the weap-ons between them so that it covered the door at waist
height. That he could trigger with his psionic talentsif necessary. He took the other two and grasped one
firmly in each servo. There was nothing more but waiting ...

He heard them in the courtyard behind the house. They were not attempting to be quiet. Their aide
Modigliani had probably assured them that the police would stay out of it and that Ti was helpless. He
stood at the doorway be-tween kitchen and dining area, both gun-laden servos aimed at the door, his ps
ready to trigger the book-propped weapon too. The door rattled. Then something struck it hard. It
crashed inward, the lock ripped lose, and a Hound floated into the room.

But the Hound was smashed, broken back at Taguster's!



Which meant they had more than one Hound. With con-tacts like Modigliani, that was not surprising.

But his gunswere no good! The pinswould bounce harmlesdy off the Hound's "hide," and the beast
would sweep in for aswift and surekill. Ti turned into the dining area, dropping the gunsand cdling his
servos after him. He had expected men, not machines. Now what? He heard the Hound in the kitchen,
but it didn't remain there for long. When he reached the living room, it was humming into the dining area,
following him.

Hefdt panic welling in him as he remembered the pin-punctured throat of the musician, the bloody body
of hislover as she had tried to crawl out of the window to avoid the aloy demon. The same dloy demon
that now stalked him. But he fought the panic, knowing only death lay withiit.

The Hound entered the living room and sensed his pres-ence, swept him with itstiny cameras and radar
grids, ascertaining if hewerethequarry. . .

Hismind raced to find an escape. The house, the great house that was almost awomb for him was
highly equipped to contain him in complete luxury, but it wasn't equipped to afford him escape from
death. The house would be sur-rounded by Margle and his men; therefore, the doors were usaless. Then
he remembered the cdllars upon which the house had been built, the dozen roomsthat had served asa
Revolutionary War Tory supplies depot. If he could get into those, there were any number of outlets onto
other places on the mountain.

The Hound fired aseries of three pins.

Ti dammed down on his speed controlsimbedded in the floating ball and streaked into the halway,
found the cellar door, and swept down the stairs without even touch-ing them, stairsthere for the
convenience of guests. He crossed the Tri-D room with its three wall-sized white screens and moved into
the shooting range, damming the door behind. It was a heavy door, an antique resurrected from the Tory
cellars before the house had been con-structed over them. It would take the Hound afew mo-mentsto
break it down.

Hefloated dong the left wall where he knew the cellarslay. They stretched back into the mountain, a
rough series of fortified caves, after you passed through the first four or five of them. From those caves,
there were anumber of exits on the mountainside. He reached the end of the room and used his servosto
rip loose the haf-round thet filled in the corner of the plasti-wood paneling. Then, gripping metd fingers
around the panding, he carefully pried the last section away from the wall beams and was|ooking
through into cool darkness: the Tory cdllars.

Behind, the Hound struck the door, hard.

Ti could not crouch to squeeze through the cross-beams, but he shifted the grav plates so that he was
turned onto his side, then moved ball first through the gap and into the cellar. Onceinside, he shifted the
grav plates back to normal position and righted himself. He sent his servos back to pull the wood
paneling back into place from theingde. It might confuse the demon machine for afew min-utes, but it
could not be acompletely successful ruse. It would be after him, no question there.

Through the partition, he heard the door to the shoot-ing range give, crash inward to admit the Hound.

He drifted off dowly through the old cdllar, letting his eye adjust to the intense dark. After afew minutes,
he could distinguish the vague outlines of fallen beams and broken tables, rotted, shattered chairs, and a



few stretches of shelving that had once held ammunition but were now bowed and warped away from the
walls, covered with ugly lumps of fungus. He moved from the first cellar into the second.

The pand he had removed was wrenched away from thewall inthefirst cellar, and light from the
shooting range flooded in to dispel the gloom. The Hound came quickly &fter.

He turned toward the third cellar and moved asfast as he could. He dammed his stump shoulder into a
half fallen beam but kept on moving.

The Hound camefadter.

When he got to the entranceway of thefifth cellar, he found that there had been acave-in, and the
beams and rock of the celling had collapsed to effectively bar his escape. If he had ahalf an haf, maybe
an hour, he could move enough of the rubble to get through. But the Hound was literdly breathing down
his neck—though the breath was the warmth of [aboring machinery.

Heturned on his pursuer. It was coming in from the third cellar, moving around a pile of ruin there. It
fired three pins Fita-fita-fita ...

He moved aside when he saw itsintent. The darts studded the rubble wall behind him. He sent his
servo-hands to abeam lying in the Hound's pathway, had them worry its tenuous connections with the
ceiling. Just asthe Hound passed benesth, the beam snapped loose and crashed onto the ball of the
hunter. But it only deflected the demon machine's advance. The Hound swerved, bobbled, but
re-covered and swept closer, firing three pins.

All three missed.

Ti was surprised, for he had not had time to take eva-sive action, and Hounds were not known to be
doppy marksmen.

The Hound fired three more.
All three missed.

And Ti realized why. He was turning them aside with his ps power! The second time, he had been more
conscious of it. He stood, back to the closed door to chamber five, and waited for the Hound to fire
again. It did. And, again, the darts shot to either side, deflected suddenly from their tar-get. Over the next
severa minutes, he deflected another two dozen of the dender spines, until the Hound was convinced
that its nasty little wegpons system was of no usein the situation. It stopped, bobbling gently a dozen feet
away, and regarded him with all its measuring devices. A mo-ment later, it sent its two servostoward his
neck . ..

He reacted quickly, or he might have been strangled. He called his own servosto him. Four feet from his
face, the enemy hands and his own met and locked, meta fin-gerslaced meta fingers. He flushed full
power into the hands and set them the task of breaking the Hound'sfin-gers.

But the Hound seemed to have similar ideas. Its own ser-voswrenched at Ti's so that the four members
swayed back and forth in the air, now gaining an inch or two for their master, now losing the same
amount of distance. Finaly, with both setsat full power and firmly clenched, they did not move at dl but
merely strained in frozen tableau against one another. When the grav plates and their connections erupted
in sparks and smoke, they did so on al four hands. The servos dropped to the floor asif they werea



single creature, ametd bird with shot pelletsin itswings. Now both hunter and hunted were handless.

Hunter and hunted. Ti suddenly realized the nomencla-ture was no longer adequate. Both deprived of
hands and Ti able to stop the Hound's pins, neither was the hunter. He moved by the Hound toward the
shooting range. He had discovered another application of his power this night. He mused that necessity
aways brought out his ahilities. It had been necessary to feed himsdf that day long ago, and he had lifted
the spoon. And now it had been ane-cessity to control the pins. Now he knew he could influence smal
objects even in high-velocity trangt, just as he could lift the spoon.

He moved into the shooting range. The Hound had ceased to follow but bumped purposeesdy against
the cross-beams asif itsmind had been inits hands and asif aloss of ability had led to aloss of purpose.
Ti floated up the sairs and into the halway of the house again. He could hear footstepsin the kitchen:
Margle and his men coming to see what had taken the robot so long. Well, he was ready for them. Or he

thought he was. He concentrated on his ps until his mind was adive with the power of it. He drifted into
the living room just asthe Dark Brethren moved in with guns drawn.

"Y our Hound isfinished,” he said, drawing their atten-tion.

The man on Marglesleft swung and fired. Ti deflected the pins, al but one. That one he redirected to
the man who had shot. The pin sunk in his chest, its poison shoot-ing through him. He gagged, doubled
over, and dropped.

"Turnyoursef in, Margle" Ti said wearily. "I won't kill you if you'l turn yoursdf in."

But Margle and the remaining man were crouched behind the sofa. They were not ready to give up just
because their target had gotten in alucky shot. In the dark it had appeared to be alucky shot and nothing
more. They couldn't see that his hands were gone.

"You'recrazy," Marglesaid. "Y ou were crazy for get-ting into thisin the first place.”

"Why did you kill Taguster?'

"Why should | tel you?'

Apparently, they could not see him in the dark. Only the dead man had spotted him, and now the others
were waiting to zero in on hisvoice, or waiting for him to move and give himself away,

"You'regoing to kill me, aren't you—or | will kill you. Either way, telling me won't make a difference,
will it?"

"Hewason PBT."

"Druge?”

"We supplied.”

"What excuseisthet to kill him?*

Margle chuckled asif he were going lax and unwatchful. But Ti knew, if he moved, Marglewould firea

murder-ous barrage—al of which would miss, of course. "It was getting too expensive for him. So he
decided to gather in-formation on us. He hoped to turn the information over to the government in return



for licenang asalegal addict. Then he could get his drugs free. But he got too nosy, and our boy became
suspicious. We ransacked his house when he was out, and we found hisfile on us. Almost com-plete

enough to turn over to the proper Federa authorities.”
"That shouldn't have bothered you. Y ou bribe authorities.”

"Local, not Federd. Did you ever try to bribe aU.N. delegate officer? The kind they have with the
narcotic bu-reau? Can't be done.”

"Soyoukilled him."

"So | did. Or, rather, aHound killed him. Y ou were pretty clever about that, by the way. Had us
worried for awhile. But calling the local constabulary—now that was a stroke of pureidiocy. It made

finding you agresat ded esder.”

He knew enough now. He knew why Taguster, the man with the gentle, lightning fingers that teased the
strings of an ancient instrument, had died. It was "the last piece to the puzzle that had begunin the
morning and ended, now, not even twenty-four hourslater.

"Why didn't the Hound get you?' Margle asked, anxious to satisfy his own curiosity now.

"l had more handsthanit," he answered. "1 had an extrahand.”

"Huh?'

It was time. He moved toward the couch.

They saw him and fired.

He deflected dl the pins.

Then he was behind the couch, amast on top of them. They leaped erect, both firing. He deflected dll

pins save two which he turned back on them. Margle took hisin the right cheek. The other man was
struck in the neck. Both gagged asthefirst Brethren had, clutched their chests asthelr hearts abruptly

ceased action, and folded up in nest piles on the carpet.

He turned from them, not wanting to look at the corpses he had made. He floated through the dark
room into the library. There he found a pencil and spent sometimelifting it and carrying it to the
com-screen with hisps power. He punched out the number of-Creol's home.

A few minutes passed before the screen lighted and showed Creol's degp-drawn features. "Chief!”

"l have astory, George."
Creol consulted hiswatch. "At three thirty in the morning?”’

"Yeah. | want you to get acrew over here, photographer and three reporters who will work different
dantsonit."

"Y our placer



"My place.
"Now."
"es"
"What'sthe story, Chief?"

"You can headlineit: ENTERSTAT CHIEF VICTIM OF WOULD-BE KILLER."
"Don't you think you ought to cal the policefirst?"

"They can wait, George, boy. | guess| ought to get astory out of this, anyway." He hung up and
returned to the Mindlink set. He went to Taguster's home and turned off the android. It wasreading a
book when he deactivated it. Leonard Taguster was dead.

A DARKNESSIN MY SOUL

Rdigion has dways fascinated science fiction writers, whether for the physical structure of the church
and its ceremonies, or for the more basi ¢ reason of beliefs and mord codes. My own religious
development was from non-Catholic to Cathalic, and swiftly to agnosticism in which | rgjected most dl
established codes and best out, through atorturous processin my own head, what seemed like common
sense codes. Fortunately, Gerda has gone through the agonizing steps of this process at the same times
asmysdlf. And though many might consder usimmora, we have easly spent ahundred times more
thought and hoursin establishing our own codes as anyone who accepts one established for him. But
through thislong, aching time of working out our society-taught hang-ups, there were very black
momentsinsde my head, momentswhen | dmost went beyond agnosticism toward atheism (though now
| think only an uneducated man could truly be an atheist). | have aclear picture now of my god (you may
have yours), and he or it or them is a sort of easy-going power/ person/force that doesn't care what we
do down here—as long as we don't hurt each other. But in those bad days, there were some odd
thoughtsin my head. Thiswas one, and thetitle speaksfor itsdlf. . ..



Iwonder if Dragonfly is till in the heavens and whether the Spheres of Plague till float in airlessness,
blind eyeswatching. Thereisno way to find out, for | livein Hell.

Men have asked questions about Time and Space, and some have found answers. But there are
questions which should/remain unanswered, riddleswithout tag lines. . .

| am adigger into minds. | esp. | find secrets, know lies, answer questions. | esp. Some questions should
go unanswered, but they do not always. And now thereisadark-nessin my soul ...

It started with anerve-jangling ring of the telephone.
| put down the book | was reading and answered the strident mechanica scream. "Hello?
"Simeon?' He said it correctly (Sim-ee-on).

It was Harry Kirshire. | esped out and saw him standing in aroom that was strange to me, nervoudy
drumming hisfingers on asmu-wood desk.

"What isit, Harry?"

"Sim, | have another job for you."

He had long ago given up hislega practiceto act as my agent.

"Why so nervous? What kind of ajob?"

"A mountain of money. That'sdl | cansay."

"Morethanthemint?'

"Morethan Midas."

"Say nomore."

"Well expect you here a the Artificid Cregtion build-ing in twenty minutes.”

"I'mon my way." My stomach fluttered. The Artificid Creation Building. The womb.

| dipped into overshoes and a heavy coat. Without Har-ry Kirshire, | would most likely be imprisoned
at the mo-ment—or in what amounts to a prison. When the staff of Artificia Creation discovered my wild
talents, the FBI at-tempted to impound me and use me asa "natura re-source” under federal contral. It
had been Harry Kirshire who had fought the legd battle all the way to the Su-preme Court. | was nine

when we won the case—twelve long years ago.

It was snowing outside. | had to scrape the windscreen of the hovercar. One would imagine thet, in
2004, Science could have dreamed up something to make ice scrapers obsolete,



| arrived at the AC building and floated the car in for aMarine attendant to park. Insde, | was ushered
through adoor into a cream-colored room with hex signs painted on thewals, asmdl, ugly child sttingin
aleather chair, and four men standing behind him, staring at me asif | were expected to say something of
monumenta importance.

The child looked up, and his eyes and lips were hidden by the wrinkles of a century, by gray and
graveikeflesh.

Hisvoice crackled like papyrus being unrolled in an ancient tomb. "Y ou'rethe one," he said in dust
whispers. "You'retheone."

"That'sthe Stuation," Harry said nervoudly.

The child-ancient's eyes squinted out a me like burning coas sparkling benegth rotten vegetation. |
could fed the hate consuming there, hate not just for me, but for every-one, everything. He, more so than
I, was afreak of the Experimental Wombs. The doctors and supporting congress-men could gloat again:
"Artificial Creation |saBenefit to the Nation.” It had produced me, and twenty years later, this warped
super-genius. Two successesin aquarter of acentury.

"l don't know if | can,” | said et last.
"Why not?" asked the uniformed hulk known as General Morsfagen.

"I don't know what to expect. He obvioudy has avery different mind. Sure, I've esped army staff, the
people work-ing here at AC, FBI agents, and | have unfailingly sorted out the traitors. But thisisn't the
samethinga dl."

"You don't haveto sort," Morsfagen said. "1 thought this had been made clear. He can formulate
earth-shak-ing theories, but each time hefailsto give us something vital init. Weve threatened and
bribed,” Morsfagen d-most said tortured, but didn't finish. Y ou smply go in his head and make sure he
doesn't hold anything important back."

"How much did you say?" | asked.

"Five hundred thousand pos-creds an hour.”

"Doublethet figure.

"What? That's absurd!" He was breathing heavily, but the other generadls didn't flinch. | esped them and
knew the child had half-discovered ameans of star travel. For the rest of that theory aone, amillion an

hour was not ridiculous. They gave it to me with an option to demand moreif the work proved more
demanding than anticipated.



The lights had been dimmed; the machines had been moved in.

"Thehex sgnsare part of the predrug hypnosis which the physicians must administer. After heis placed
inatrancelike sate, Cinnamideis hypoed to him."

Across from me sat the child, and his eyes were dead—the sparkling, vibrant glistening gone from them.
| had become accustomed to hisface, and the dried, decaying look of it did not bother me as much as
before. Still, within mewas afear. "What ishisname?' | asked Morsfagen.

"Funny, but we never thought to give him one.”

| looked back to the freak. And within my soul (some churches deny meone) | knew that in dl the far
reaches of the galaxy, to the ends of the larger universe, in the billion inhabited worlds that might be out
there, no name existed for the child. Smply, Child.

A team of doctors administered the drug.

"Within the next five minutes" Morsfagen said.

| nodded, looked over at Harry who had demanded to be therefor thisinitial meeting. He was ill
nervous over the ‘confrontation of the mongters. | turned back to Child.

Stepping easly over the threshold, | fell through the blackness of his mind, flailing . . .

Iwoke up to white faces with blurred, black holes where the eyes should have been. When my vison
cleared, | could seeit was Harry Morsfagen, and a strange phys cian who was taking my pulse and
clucking histongue againg his cheek.

"Youdl right, Sm?' Harry asked.

Morsfagen pushed Harry out of the way, thrusting his face down a mine, "What happened? What's
wrong? Y ou don't get paid without results.”

"l wasn't prepared for what | found. Smple asthat No need for hysterics.”

"But you wereyeling and screaming—" Harry started.

"Don't worry, Harry."

"What did you find there you didn't expect?' Morsfagen asked, skeptical.

"He hasno conscious mind. It'slikeapit, and | fell into it expecting solid ground. Evidentdly, dl his
thoughts, or the great mgjority of them—at |east those under drugs—come from what we 'consider the
subconscious.”

"Then you can't reach him?"

"| didn't say that. Now that | know what's there and what isn't, I'll be dl right.”



| pushed to agtting position, readied out and stopped the room from swaying. Looking a my watch, |
sad, "That will be roughly seven hundred and fifty thousand pos-creds. Put it on my earnings sheet.”

He sputtered. He fumed. Heroared. He glowered. He quoted the Government Rates for Employees.
He quoted Employer's Rights Act of 1986, paragraph two, subtitle three. He fumed abit more. He
pranced. He danced. He raved. He ranted. He demanded to know what | had done to earn pay. | didn't
answer. Hefinished ranting. Started fuming again. But he put it down in the book and stormed out with a
warning to be on time thefollowing day.

"Don't push your luck," Harry advised me later.
"Not my luck, just my weight.”

When | |€ft, they were whedling Child out of the room, his empty eyes staring at the ceiling.

The snow was gtill falling. Fairy gowns. Crystallized tears. | did into the hovercar, lifted, and floated out
toward the highway. The book waslying at my side, the jacket face down because it had her picture on
it. Honey hair. Smooth lips. A picture that disgusted and intrigued.

| turned on the radio and listened to the dull voice of the newscaster. "PEKING ANNOUNCED LATE
TODAY THAT IT HASDEVELOPED A WEAPON EQUAL TO THE SPHERES OF PLAGUE
LAUNCHED YESTERDAY BY WESTERN ALLIANCE AND WILL USE IT IF PRO-VOKED.
ACCORDING TO ASIAN SOURCES, THE CHI-NESE WEAPON IS A SERIES OF
PLATFORMSORBIT-ING ABOVE THE EARTH'SATMOSPHERE. THESE PLATFORMS ARE
CAPABLE OF LAUNCHING LEPRO-SY-CONTAINING ROCKETSWITH ANTIRADAR
GEAR. MEMBERS OF THE NEW MAOISM SAID TODAY THAT—"

| turned it off. No newsis good news. Or, asthe genera populace of that glorious year waswont to say,
"All newsisbad news." It seemed like that. The threat of war was so heavy on the world that Atlas must
certainly have been experiencing backache. Then there was the super-nuclear accident in Arizona,
claming thirty-seven thousand lives, anumber too large to carry any emotionswith it. Then the horrible
things Artificial Creation labs developed (their failures) and sent to the freak homesto rot away in
unlighted rooms. Anyway, | turned it off.

At home, in the warmth of the den, with my books and paintings to protect me, | took the dust jacket off
the book so that | might not accidentaly chance upon the picture, and | began readingLily. It wasa
mystery novel inaway. And it wasamysteryof a novel: the prose wasn't that spectacular—actualy
designed for the average mind. Still, | was fascinated. And through the chapters, between the lines of
prose, aface seen at aparty weeks before kept drifting through my mind. A face | fought to forget...



"See her. Over there?'
"Yegh?'

"Marcus Aurelius. Honest. Writes those pornographic nov-els—or nearly pornographic.Y ouknow, Lily,
Bodiesin Darkness,those.”

And she had sweet golden stk hair.

And she was blessed with a sculptured face.

And she had deep eyes of blue.

She.

"How would you liketo—"

| ignored him, what he was saying about her. | had to ignore!

"Thoselegs—"

Honey hair.

Smooth lips.

When | had finished, | picked up the phone, clutching the dust jacket in my other hand, my mind remote,
asif my body were overpowering my brain. | punched out Informartion. The operator refused to give me
Miss Aurdlius real name and number, but | esped out and saw it as she looked at the book in front of

her. MARCUS AURELIUS or ME-LINDA THAUSER/22-223-296787/UNLISTED.

It had only recently been announced by her publishing company that Marcus Aurelius was awoman.
And awom-an with a pretty name of her own.

"Hdlo?'

Summer humming tunesin willows.
"MissTausx?'

v

"Thisis Smeon Marflin. Y ou've heard of me, | ima-gine?' My words seemed not my own but tumbled
forth from the mist of my mouth, which | seemed not to know.

She seemed uncertain, but the whisper of her voice said she knew me.
"I have been readingLily. Y ou know, of course, that | have dways refused to have my biography
written. How-ever, having read your books, | would be honored if we could discuss avolume by

you—onme."

Therewas abit more said, and it ended with me and this: "Fine. Then | will expect you herefor dinner



to-morrow night at seven.”

My mouth was dry, and my lips seemed about to crack. | was swesting. | had suggested escorting her
to dinner somewhere. She had said dinner was not necessary. | had insisted. She had said restaurants
were too noisy to discuss business. | said | had acook. And now she was coming to my place. | couldn't
deep worrying about it.

Getting heavily out of bed, | walked into the den. The machine stood in the corner, Slent.

The headrest was ominous.

But my nerves demanded soothing.

The chair that folded into the machine was like the tongue of amonster.

| could see the hollow compartment that would swallow me. But my nerves demanded soothing. |
reminded myself that other generations never had the advantage of aMe-chanicd Psychiatrist. They
could never have afforded one even if their technology would have made the thing pos-sible. | forgot the
emptiness that would fill melater. For the moment, | needed comforting. | needed afew things explained

Proteus Mother taking a thousand shapes.

But never to be caught and held to tell the future....

Thelife spark flickering, then holding asteady flame. And avery vague awareness even in the womb
where plastic walls were soft and warm and giving—but somehow unre-sponding . . .

Helooked up into the lights overhead and sensed a man named Edison. He sensed filaments even as his
own fila-ment was disconnected from thewomb.. . .

And there were metal handsto comfort him ...

And...and...there...and. ..

SAY IT WITHOUT HESITATION! The voice was ev-erywhere.

And there were smu-flesh breaststo feed him ...

And... and

OUT WITH IT! The computerized psychiatrist had avoice like thunderstorms.
And there were wire-cored armsto rock him...

And helooked tip out of swaddling clothes....

GO ON!

.. .into a face with no nose and blank crystal eyes that reflected his reddened face. Unmoving



thriddle-thriddle, he found, was tapes changing somewhere inside mother's head. He searched his
own head for tapes. There were none.

GO ON, GO ON!

And he looked up out of swaddling clothes when he esped an understanding, and . . . and . . .
DONT HESITATE! YOU'LL BELOST.

Idon't remember.

YOU DO.

Nol

YES. YESYESYES. The machine touched part of hismind with eectronic fingers. | CAN MAKE THE
MEM-ORY EVEN SHARPER.

No! I'll tell.

TELL.

And he looked up out of swaddling clothes when he esped an understanding, and hisfirdt. . .words .. . .
were. ..

GOON!
Hisfirst words were these: "My God, my God, 1 am not human!"

FINE. NOW RELAX AND LISTEN. YOU KNOW THAT THE"HE" ISREALLY YOU. YOU
ARE SSIMEON MAR-FLIN. HE—THE HE OF YOUR ILLUSION—IS SIMEON MARFLIN.
YOUR PROBLEM ISTHIS: YOU ARE OF THE ARTIFICIAL WOMB. YOU WERE
CONDITIONED FROM CONCEPTION TO HAVE HUMAN MORES AND VALUES. BUT
YOU CANNOT HOLD YOUR MANNER OF CREATION UPTO THE LIGHT ALONGSIDE
YOUR MORES AND ACCEPT BOTH.

YOU ARE HUMAN, BUT YOUR MORES TEACH YOU TO FEEL THAT YOU ARE
STRANGELY LACKING IN HUMAN QUALITIES.

Thank you, | am cured now. | haveto leave.

NO. Themachinewasfirm. THISISTHE THIRTY-THIRD TIME YOU HAVE HAD THISSAME
ILLUSION-NIGHTMARE-DREAM. YOU ARE NOT HEALED. AND THISTIME | FEEL MORE
BELOW THE SURFACE OF THE DREAM. TELL ME.

Thereisno more.

TELL ME. The bonds on the chair weretight around arms and legs.

Nothing.



AWOMAN. THERE ISA WOMAN. WHO?
Anauthor | have read.

ANDMET. TELL ME.

Blonde. Cat's eyes. Ruby lips. [—
SOMETHING MORE.

Ruby lips.

NO. SOMETHING ELSE.

Let methe hel done!

TELL ME. It wasthe voice of aking.

Breasts. No, |—

| KNOW. | SEEIT NOW. YOU LOVE HER.
No. Disgugting.

YES, LOVE. YOU LOVE HER, BUT YOU HAVE THISCOMPLEX ... SIMEON, DO YOU
REMEMBER THE SIMU-FLESH BREASTS?

Iremember.

THISHAS COME TO SYMBOLIZE YOUR INHUMAN-NESSTO YOU. YOU WERE NOT
SUCKLED LIKE A MANCHILD. THISMAKES YOU AFRAID OF WOMEN. OF—

No. I'm not afraid. Shewasjust . . . just . ..disgusting.

NO. NOT DISGUSTED. YOU ARE AFRAID, NOT DISGUSTED. YOU BACK AWAY FROM
ALL YOU DONT UNDERSTAND IN LIFE. THISISJUST ONE PART. YOU BACK AWAY
BECAUSE YOU CANNOT SEE WHERE YOUR PLACE COULD LIEIN IT ALL. YOU SEENO
MEANING IN LIFE AND YOU ARE AFRAID TO SEARCH FOR ONE, FEARING YOU WILL
EVENTU-ALLY DISCOVER THERE ISNO MEANING.

May | go?

YES. GO AND DREAM NO MORE OF PROTEUS MOTHER. YOU WILL DREAM NO
MORE, NO MORE.

After every sesson with the machine, | was drained, lifeess. | made my way to the bedroom and
collapsed onto the mattress without undressing. | tried to encourage pleas-ant dreams of Marcus
Aurdlius, about soft arms and dia-mond eyes. But somewhere, avoicefar away said, "Y ou're the one."
Chains dragged across a stone floor, ancient pa-per crackling ...



The next morning there were rumors of military disturb-ances a ong the Russian-Chinese border, and
news dispatches from the scene said that Western Alliance troops had met in brushfire contact with the

Orientds.
The new Chinese horror wegpon circling the planet had been named Dragonfly by the press.

| paid no attention. Thusit had been since | could remember. And if it isstill thus (I would not know),
leave it alone and do not question the validity, thereason of it . . . Thereisdarknessfor an answer.

Outside, the city crews had finished cleaning up the snow. The streets were bare, but the buildings and
trees were smothered with whiteness. Fences were ddicate laces. Trees and shrubswereicicle candies.
It was asif Nature, viaasnowstorm, had tried to reclaim what had once been hers but was now lost to

her forever.

Clouds, heavy and gray, betrayed the advent of yet an-other storm. | passed by the smoldering ruins of
achurch that had burned overnight.

At AC the hex signswere on the walls, the lights were dim, and Child was tranced. "Y ou're late,”
Morsfagen said.

"Y ou don't have to pay mefor thefirgt five minutes” | snapped. | dipped into the chair opposite Child.
"Y ou're sure you want to continue this, SSim?" Harry asked.

"Quite" | answered and wasimmediately ashamed at having cut Harry short. 1t was the atmosphere of
the place. So damned military. And Morsfagen. Like Herod—trying to destroy the Child. And | wason
edge for another reason; there was a certain dinner guest. . .

Thistime, | parachuted through the emptiness of his consciousness, not flailing . ..

Labyrinth.

Thewalls were hung with cobwebs, the floor with dirt and bones. Far down there, somewherein the
novalike center of the mind wasthe Id. It gave out the same, nearly un-bearable whinethat al Ids do.
And somewhere above, in the blackness, was the area where the conscious mind should have been. It
was clear that thismind of the super-genius was strangely unhuman. Most minds think in dis-connected
pictures, but Child's created an entire world of its own, arealism within hismind.

Therewas aclacking of hooves, and from the source of light at the end of the tunnel, came the outline,
then the form of the Minotaur, nut-brown skin and al textures of black hair, eyes gleaming.

"Get out!"



| mean no harm.
"Get out, SSimeon.”

Therewas abluefield of sparks crackling above his head, and psychic energies shot thin, sporadic
flamesfrom hisnodtrils.

"Leave amongter hisonly privacy!"
| too am amongter.

"Look at your face, mongter. It isnot wrinkled like adried fig; it isnot old beyond itsyears; it is not
caked with the dust of centuries. Y ou pass for human. Y ou pass, at least you pass.”

Child, listen, |—

He charged and grasped a me with hoof-hands. | fash-ioned a sword from my own fields of thought
and smashed him broadside on the head.

And he was gone, avapor in the darkness, a phantom.

Holding the green glow of the weapon, | advanced dow-ly down the twisting corridors, toward the inner
part of him where histheories would bubble, where thoughts would run rampant. | came out finally on an
earthen shelf above ayawning pit. Far below, eternities away, drifting and glowing, wasacircular mass,
and the heat in my face was grest.

| reached out and grasped for anything, asub-current, acracked image, the shell of adaydream, and |
caught a

Hate River, ebbing and flowing. HATE, HATE, HATE HATEHATEHATEHATE - HA - TE -
HATEHATE.Some-where in the middle of it, a two-headed thing swam. | caught the "T"in HATE
and traced it along the currents, searching. TTo Thumb and a sucking . . . and The suck-ing
suddenly To brown nipple and and moTher'sbreasT . . . and again The Tdominated . . . and |
allowed the river to carry me inevitably on toward Theorem.

Theory ThoughTs. . . Through Thousand Times Tedious Tiring . . . Ten Timesone Times Two to
Sub-oughT-seven in drepshler Tubes now being used . . .

Theflood wastoo fast. | could see the theory, but | could not direct it fast enough toward the ocean in
the distance where awaterspout whirled (taking the thoughts to the little bit of conscious mind he
possessed). The thoughts that were now being spoken in dust whispersin aroom far away—the thoughts
being recorded while serious men with serious faces listened, serioudly.

Then the drug must have findly taken hold, or | would have been swallowed dive. The two-headed
beast had swvum near without my noticing, and it caught my eye asit moved swiftly, its mouth gaping, a
giant cavethat drooled ...

| lifted my sword asit raised its huge head above meto strike. Then there was asudden, jerky dip like
an old moviered that had been spliced, and everything went into dow moation. It was like an underwater
ballet. It would have taken the beast's jaws an hour to reach me, and | dew him ashisred eyes glistened,



and asastrangeTHRID-DLE-THRIDDL Ecame from his throat. Or hers.

Turning back toward theriver, | directed thoughts to-ward the 9 ow-moving waterspout until so much
time had passed that | thought | had better get out before | lost my own character identity.

There were stepsup...

The candldight gleamed in her green eyes, glinted from the hair that fell over her bare shoulders,
sparkled on the sequins of her high-collared, deeveless Oriental sheath.

"1 would want nothing held back.”

"Nothing," | assured her for the tenth time,

We sipped the wine, but | felt giddy without it.

"All your fedingstoward Artificia Cresation, toward the FBI, toward al those who have used you."
"That could be a blunt book."

"Anything watered down would be aflop. Bdieve me, sensationdism sdllsabook."”

| remembered some passages fromBodies in Darkness and smiled.

She stood and walked to the plexi-glass view deck that looked out over the Atlantic. The moon was
high. She was quite beautiful, flushed withitslight.

| walked over, forcing mysdlf to be cam, and stood be-side her. ..
"| keep thinking of Dragonfly,” she said, her eyeson the stars.

| looked up into the black velvet and watched one lone-ly cloud drift toward the horizon, gray against
the purity of the Stygian sky.

"Why do peoplelike the ugly?' she asked suddenly. "Thereisdl that beauty, and they try to makeit
ugly. They like ugly movies and ugly books."

"Perhaps, in reading about the worst parts of life, the darknesses, the grays, the dirt, the terrible thingsin
redlity seem moretame, more easly lived with,”

Her lipswerelike cherries...

"What do you think of my books—truthfully?* she asked, turning to face me.



| was thrown off balance. "I—"
“Truthfully."
"Youmean. . .theuglinessin them?'

"Yes. Exactly." Sheturned back to the ocean. "'l tried writing beautiful books about sex. | gave that up.
It'sthe uglinessthat sells She shrugged those heavenly shoulders. "One must edt.”

| was overly aware of the tightness of her bodice.

With the soft glow light melting over her face, | felt the urgeto clutch at her, to hold on, to kiss. But | had
to fight that! Kiss. No! And | began pacing the room, looking for some solid object to grasp.

Sheturned and looked at me curioudy for amoment. Then she crossed the room, placed a soft, dove
hand upon my lips. "It's getting late," she said, suddenly withdrawing the dim hand with thered nails.
"Starting tomorrow wetgpe dl interviews." And shewas gonein awhirlwind of efficiency that left me

ganding with my drink in my hand and my "goodbye" in my mouth like alump of used lard. | went to bed
to dream.

| woke up needing comfort, astrange comfort | could find but one place.

ITISFOUR O'CLOCK IN THE MORNING, the metal headshrinker said.

| know.

RELAX AND TALK.

What should | say? Tell mewhat it isthat | should say to you.

START WITH A DREAM IF YOU'VE HAD ONE.

lalways have one.

THEN START.

There are storm clouds in the sky, dark, thick, mysterious. Thereis no place where the sun shows.
Below dl thisgray-ness, thereisahill, alarge, rounded hill formed by nature into a grotesque, gnarled
lump, ablemish upon the face of the earth. There are people....

GOON.

There are people...

...andthereisacross. ..

FOCUS ON THE CROSS. WHAT DO YOU SEE?



Me.
YES?

Nailed. Blood. White, festered wounds dribbling rusty blood around the edges of little holes, neet little
holeslike the cavities |eft when you rip the buttons from the faces of rag dolls. Rusty blood.

WHO ISIN THE CROWD?

Harry isweeping.

WHO ELSE?

I'mthirdy.

THEY WILL GIVE YOU WATER SOON. NOW WHO ELSE ISIN THE CROWD?
Morsfagen is casting dice for my cloak. And over thereis a pregnant womanwho .. .

GO ON, PLEASE.

[look at her belly . .. and. . . there...isChild. HE's weeping too. And I'm weeping. Child wants up
where | am. He wants out of her womb and up there before it istoo late...

DO YOU SEE ANYONE ELSE?
Oh, not Oh, my God, my Cod.
WHAT ISIT?

No! Youll spail it/me! | cannot! Don't you see my sta-tion, my purpose? It must be my purpose! | have
no other! Get away! No!

WHAT ISIT!

Melinda. Floating, naked. Floating toward the cross. Not Stay away! Stay away! My purpose!
STOPIT.

Help! Help me! Don't you touch me, not you. Y ou're naked, naked, naked! Stop her!

SNAP OUT OF IT! STOP DREAMING!

| —

QUIET. COMPOSE YOURSELF. | WILL INTERPRET YOUR DREAM. THOUGH | MUST SAY
THAT THISTHROWSA NEW LIGHT ON YOUR PSY CHE.

DO YOU SEEWHY YOU ARE THE ONE ON THE CROSS? NO NEED TO ANSWER. YOU
SEE YOURSELF AS CHRIST—WHAT A NEW ANGLE!—MORE PRECISE-LY, ASTHE
SECOND COMING. THERE ARE PARAL-LELS, OF COURSE. YOUR VIRGIN BIRTH, FOR



EX-AMPLE. AND YOUR SUPERHUMAN POWERS. YOU WERE NOT ABLE TO SEE A
PURPOSE TO YOUR LIFE, SO YOU CHOSE TO CAST YOURSELF IN THE ROLE OF A
SAVIOR. IT SERVESA DOUBLE PURPOSE: FIRST, IT REINFORCESALL YOUR
CHRISTIAN MORESAND VALUESTHAT YOU WERE TAUGHT AT AC FROM BIRTH;
SECONDLY, IT GIVES PURPOSE AND MEANING NOT ONLY TO YOUR LIFEBUT TO THE
WHOLE UNIVERSE WHICH SOMETIMES SEEMS CHA-OTIC TO YOU-THE WARS AND
ALL.

lam thirsty.

IN A MOMENT. YOU SEE MORSFAGEN CASTING DICE, FOR HE DESPISES AND ONLY
USES YOU FOR HISOWN BENEFIT. THE CLOAK SYMBOLIZESYOUR LIFE. THERE
SEEMSTO BE A HINT OF THE FUTURE IN YOUR DREAM HERE, AND YOU SHOULD
BEWARE THE MAN.

Goon.

YOU SEE CHILD ASA THREAT TO YOUR NEATLY BUILT THEORY. HEISANOTHER
VIRGIN BIRTH. YOU REALIZE THAT HEHASBUILT THE SAME SECOND COMING
THEORY TO EXPLAIN HISOWN LIFE PURPOSE. YOU UNDERSTAND THAT SINCE HE
HASMET YOU, HISLIFE PURPOSE HAS BEEN SHATTERED AND HE ISHUNTING FOR
ANOTHER ANSWER. YOU DON'T WANT TOHAVE TO DO THAT. YOU DON'T WANT TO
HUNT.

THE WOMAN, MELINDA, ISALSO A THREAT TO YOUR PURPOSE (OR RATHER THE
FANTASY PUR-POSE YOU HAVE CREATED FOR YOURSELF). CHRIST COULD NOT
FALL PHYSICALLY IN LOVEWITH A WOMAN. BUT YOU HAVE. ADMIT IT. THISIS
YOUR PURPOSE IN LIFE. LISTEN AND KNOW THAT YOUR PURPOSE ISTO LOVE AND
COMFORT—AND BE LOVED.

Could that be a purpose?

ITISTHE OLDEST PURPOSE. WASH YOURSELF CLEAN OF FALSE PURPOSES. THE
REASON YOU LIVEISTOLOVE. DON'T SEARCH FOR LARGER MEANINGS, FOR THE
WHY OF THE WORLD OR THE REASON IN HATE AND WAR. BE SATISFIED THAT YOU
NOW KNOW YOURSELF. IT ISA WISE MAN WHO KNOWSHIMSELF.

Vi

| dept well, waking refreshed at about ten o'clock. My insdesfelt warm and free—asiif alarge, cold
chunk of fro-zen emotions had been melted within. It was freedom for the first timein alifetime. The
machine was much more than the name Mechanica Psychiatrist implied. It was David with his harp,
talking of dreams.

| went to AC only for money thistime, not to demon-strate my superhumanness, my wild talents. With a



few more paychecksin my pocket, my Melindaand | could be vagabonds for an eternity—escaping the
ugliness, thefilth.

| parachuted from the hex room down into the labyrinth, not trusting to stairs that might have been there
yesterday and not today ...

There was a clacking of hooves on rock.
Therewas an outline like a child's scrawl, not so defi-nite, not so real asthe day before.

An indefinite form with avague odor of musk and al textures of dark hair that fell like night mists.

"Get out!"

| mean you no harm at all.

"And | wish not to harm you. Get out.”

Y esterday | fashioned amighty sword from the very air itself. Do not forget thet.
"I beg of you to leave. Y ou arein danger."

From what?

"l cannot say. It isin the knowing that the danger lies.”

| swung the sword, and he dissipated into an eerie blue vapor that clung to the walls until the wind
whigtled into blow it away.

Two hoursinto the sesson, as| was sorawled on the dirt shelf above the pit, grasping at thoughts and
diverting, them toward the waterspout, a"G" drifted out, and with another level of my mind, | grasped at
itand traced it. Gto Grass. . . which isdark Green and bendinG over the hills. . . toppinG the hillsto
e GGGGG... G ... G ...God God God God God God God like a whirlwind moan-inG and
babblinG over the Glens, cominG, cominG, twistinG relentlessly onward toward me ... G ... G ...

Ireached out to take a stronger hold on the thought plunging me downward toward the flaming
pit below.

Wind lifted me toward theriver.

| flew asif | wereakite.

The river swept me toward the ocean.

The water there was choppy and hot, and at places steam rose in spirals like smoke snakes.

At places, icefloated, dying.

| fought for the surface, trying to stay on top of the current, giving up thought direction, fighting only,

fighting desperately for my own mind. Then | was suddenly up and splashing through the pillar of water
that roared into the black, heavy sky; like abullet out of arifle, was|. Splash-ing, spinning, sputtering, |



showered out of the mind of Child.

Theroom was dark. The hex sgns glowed on thewalls, partidly illuminating the seriousfaces set in
strange gri-maces.

"Hethrew meout,”" | saidinthequiet.
Everyoneturned to Stare at me.

"Hejust threw me out of hismind."

VII

Rumors of war.

The Chinese had daughtered the skeleton staff manning the last two embassiesin Asa. Pictures
smuggled out showed headless bodies.

Headl ess bodies on the Tri-D screen.

The Pentagon announced the discovery of the Bensor Beam, which shorted out all synapsesin the
human body, leaving the brain imprisoned in a mindless hulk. Named after Dr. Harold Bensor, the beam
was dready being re-ferred to (by Pentagon officids) as "the turning point in the cold war." | knew the
idea had come from Child; | recognized it—the way one recognizes abad dream that ismadeinto a
movie. But the censors had learned from mis-takes they had made with me; the public would never hear
of Child.

| wondered for amoment what kind of man this Bensor could be to want his name attached to such a
device.

Pictures on the screen showed two Chinese prisoners on whom the wesapon had been used.

| pushed breskfast away from me, unfinished, and got my coat from the closet. | wasto meet Mdindaat
her apartment for another day's session. She had aton of equipment there and preferred not to moveiit.
That eve-ning, we were going to the theater—and that was no busi-ness mesting! | was heeding the
Mechanical Psychiatrist's advice, trying to persuade mysdf that it had been correct.

The sky was now gray again and whisperedsnow. It wasaregular old-time winter, a Christmas card
sort of win-ter, sparkling and white. Somewhere, far above, floated Dragonfly.

"Did the FBI midtreat you at any other time?" she asked.

The black microphone dangled above uslike a bloated spider.



"It was not the FBI s0 often as the doctors who treated me not as a human being, but as something to be
pricked, punched, and jabbed at. | remember once—"

"Keep remembering,” she said. "That's enough for one day. Besides, you said you had to leave by three
o'clock. Sounded very important.”

| remembered Child. "Yes. Yes, itis"

She was wearing a peasant blouse with a scalloped neck-line, and | found mysdf staring and thinking.
Andthat in itself wasashock. It did not seem as disgusting as before. In fact, the fullness, the roundness
seemed quite attrac-tive. Perhaps my Mechanical Psy had been correct.

"I must hurry now,” | said."llbelate.”

"Then saven thisevening,” she said, her eyes picking up the overhead light and glittering like two blue
gems

"Yes. Certanly, yes™"

She kissed mewhen | 1€ft! She put two small hands around my neck and put her lipson my lips. | lost
memory of the Sixty seconds or so following thet.

| stood in the driveway atime before | managed to think enough to get inthe car. And | sat inthe car a
time be-fore | managed to think enough to art it. My mouth burned where hers had touched it.

It burned dll theway to AC.

| wasinlove. No question about it. | hadn't even esped her since weld met, and that in itself was
unusud. | ima-gine | had been afraid at first that she would love me—and later, that she would not.

"That's Marcus Aurelius. Shewrites all those pornograph-ic novels, or nearly pornographic.Lily, Bodies
in Dark-ness,those."

Honey hair.

"How would you liketo ..."

| ignored what he was saying about her.

Soft lips.

"Andthoselegs..."

Blue, blue eyes.

"Hey, she'slooking thisway."

Smooth, lovely shoulders, agraceful curved neck.

"Hey, she'slooking at you. That girl'slooking at you. . ."



Honey hair smooth lips smooth hips blue eyesblue eyesblue eyes ...

"Hey, where you going, Sm?Y ou can't leave yet. What's the rush. Hey. Hey!"

How foolish | had been at that party. But that was|ong ago now. | was so much younger then—and I'm
older than that now.

By thetime | reached the government building, | had made the decision. | loved Mdinda. | feared Child.
He could throw me out—perhaps he could swallow me up. There was something to hiswarningsto leave
his thoughts alone. Something to do with the G association | had chanced upon—something to do with
God. I loved Melinda. | would never again risk my mind; | would aways save it to con-template her
beauty. | would tdll them first thing. The job isended; go in peace.

But it didn't run that smoothly.

They were waiting when | got there. Harry fidgeted nervoudy with hishands. | thought that | had never
seen him as he had been the last few days—and especidly as he was now. There were bags under his
eyes, the old tic had reappeared in hisleft cheek; hishair was uncombed.

| esped to see what was troubling him.

It was floating on the surface of his mind, and the thought symbal his psyche had given it was a bloated
body floating in apool of blood. Beneath theimage, | read it: WAR. The rumors were not just rumors
anymore. Brushfire stuff had gotten hotter. Some Asian pilots had tried dropping afew plague bombs off
England, covered by one of their newer inventions, alow atitude radar dis-torter that Harry did not
understand. WAR. A bloated black body floating . . .

Extremely shaken, | sat down at the table and looked across the shiny surface at Morsfagen. There were
tiny beads of perspiration on his chin and forehead. Damn them! Damn them al! Trying to kill Meindal

"What have you come up with overnight?"

"Nothing more than yesterday," | said. "He threw me out because | was reading some thought stream he
did not want meto see. It was easy for him because | never ex-pected it. No one else could ever doit,
and it was anew sensation. Rest assured that it will not happen again.”

Damnthem dl! Ihad to go in now, to save my Mdinda

"Y ou're sure?'

"I'm certain. But some steps must be taken before | can go in again. He must betold that | refuseto
continue the experiment, and that you must continue without me. After heisdrugged, I'll goinand delve
into him secretly. Hewon't even know I'm there.”

A black, bloated body (Melindg) floating ...

Damn them to Hdll!



"Areyou sure, Sm?"' | thought Harry sounded asif he wanted meto quit. But now that | knew the world
and my Mdindateetered on the brink of achasm much darker than Child's mind (as | then understood
it), I redlized the only person who could devel op the ultimate weapon (the weapon that would make war
obsolete) was Child. He could invent the wegpon that would nullify al weapons. | had to go in until he
formulated it—possibly urge himinto formulating it.

The world was heavy on my shoulders, and Death was walking with me.....

VIlII

Like acat with cotton feet, | went quietly .. .
Likeaghost in an old house, | went without form. ..

Like the breezes of spring, | walked softly . ..

There was no echo of my steps, and the labyrinth was warmer than usual. | rounded abend and saw the
Mino-taur. He was sitting on his haunches, unaware of my pres-ence. He was reading aleather-bound

Bible

Slowly, to disturb nothing, | passed. He never looked up.

Pasiphae, hereisyour unholy child.

Minos, your labyrinthisugly.

Theseus, keep your wegpons girdled to your hip, for there will be no killing of asad Minotaur.

The pit was atangerine orange, pulsating warmth flow-ing out of it. The center was awhite hot dot.

| reached out and grabbed the nearest thought. A weap-on. Nothing that could serve my purpose, not
the ultimate weapon that would make war impossible.

A formulato cause ratlike mutations in unborn babies

A beam that could dehydrate living tissue ...

Many of the G association thoughts, severd different progressionsthat led toward one distant point...
... Aninordinately large number of them.

Then| found it. A stray thought. An ultimate wespon.

F...Fidd. .. ForceField capable of stopping all entry by anything, including air, permitting
neither bombs nor bacteria passage . . .Field . . .



| latched onto it and gently nudged it toward the main stream, toward the waterspout. The ultimate
weapon—the wespon to make wespons obsolete.

| thought | was being subtle, but | was underestimating Child.

There was a clacking of hooves behind me.

"Get out!"

No.You don't under stand.

"Youdon't understand!"

He pounced. | stepped quickly aside, struck a him, and sent him falling over the brink into the pit. ..

Far out at sea, the Force Field Theory was being shot up the waterspout. Soon, it would be spokenina
dark room.

Sighing, | turned to go. But, with alow, anima grumble, the walls of the labyrinth began to sway, the
floor shook, bucked.

From somewhere down in the pit, there was a scream, a deafening scream that spread throughout the
caverns, echo-ing and reechoing. Clutching the edge of the pit, the Minotaur was pulling himsdf onto the
earthen ledge. | could seeit was not he screaming.

"What isit!" | yelled above the noise.
Hiseyeswerewild. He opened his mouth, and | watched horrified as snakes came dithering out.
Ikicked him. He fell back into the pit, all the way to the churning bottom this time.

When | turned back to the caverns, the ceiling caved-in in front of me. Dirt and stones spilled over my
shoes. And there was no longer an exit. | wasn't going to get out! | turned to the seg, and | saw the
waterspout dying, wither-ing. Therewas no hopein that direction either. No hope! And the Situation was
soironic; like Jesusfindly sedled in histomb. But | had given up that delusion!

"Wheat for crissskesisgoing on?' | yelled above the con-stant screaming from the pit. Then | thought of
catching astray thought. | reached out into the turbulent river, and | found them al starting the same way:

G..G.. GGGGGGGGE. . .leadinG to Grassroll-inG over thehills...t0 G ... G ... GGGGod
God God like a tornado whirlinG across the Glen, relentlessly . . . GGG GGod GGODGODGOD .
..randomly what purpose .. . trap him likethewind to find apurpose.. . . GGG . ..

| realized it. Child's purposein life had been shattered when he met me—just as mine had been shattered
when | encountered him. He could no longer be the Final Coming, the virgin birth. But he had no
Mechanica Psy to treat him and could find no woman to love. He had to search for an answer.

GODDGOD GOD GOD . . .trapped in a cavern to tell answers...GGG ...

Ifollowed the thoughts to their end; | was swept along with them. | never should have listened. It



was the ultimate theory, and he had proven it. Proven it beyond a doubt . . .
He had tried to contact God.

He asked what meaning there could beto life, to the world.

And he was answered; he solved his problem.

He asked what was &t the center of creation.

And hefound out.. . (oh, Mdlinda. . .)

And now I'mtrapped down here.

Therearethree of us.

Child, Simeon, and God.

Andwe aredl three quite insane.

THE TWELFTH BED

"The Twelfth Bed" has a strange history—and one which was maddening asit was unfolding. | sat down
towriteagrimly redigtic story about death and old people—but with an upbeat ending. When | was
finished, | thought | had something that might possibly sdll to amgjor circulation magazine. | mailed the
story toPlayboy. A week later, | received atwo page letter from an assistant editor there. They were
rgecting the story, but thought it "brilliant." Why, then, you may well ask, were they rgecting it?
Be-cause, the editor went on to say, "it wastoo grim." Next, the piece went toEsquire. | wastold, when
they rgected it, that it was a miserably depressing story, and it was in-ferred | had awarped mind (that
regjection was half a page letter). The New Yorker, Atlantic, and theSaturday Evening Post (then
publishing) dl returned it. Not one of them sent aform rejection, but came through with letters about the
story—and dl of them said it was depressing and antihumane and even "o horrid asto be obscene.™
Depressed, | decided to try the lower paying markets, though by now | was certain the story was an
utter catas-trophe. Ed Ferman, at F& SF, bought the story immediately with anotethat said: ". . . yet itis
so powerfully charged with Hope.. . ." Hope? Could this be the same story that was"grim™ and
"obscene' and "miserably depressing'? Y es, of course. Because the editors of those dick magazines had
taken the plot of the story and judged it only on that. They had failed to consider the lead character and
his attitude at the end of the story. What our narrator saysin that last paragraph is atestament to man's
ability to come back from the worst possible blows to his psyche, to come back and make ago of it



agan, evenif he bdievestha, thistime, the twefth bed isthe onein whichhe deeps. . . .

Now in the dark and the silence with the metal nurses whirring and smiling and rolling around, now with
every-one gone and everything lonely, now with Death hovering near me and now that | haveto facehim
alone, | have de-cided to record the whole marvelous affair. | have crayons, pastels, and the art paper
they gave each of us. Maybe they will find the art paper, like my voice echoing out of the past and
whispering talesto them. Maybe.

I'll have to hide the finished document; the supplies closet would make a fine depository, for thereis
aready agreat ded of paper init, and thiswill be mistaken for unused stock. The metal nurses can't
read, but they always burn al your papers when you die. Thiswould not be safein my desk. That is part
of what makes this place a breathing, snorting Hell—not being able to communicate with the out-side
world. A man should be able to reach through and see progress and pretty women and children and
dogs—and oh so many things. A man should not be bottled like a speci-men and shoved away in some
forgotten file. Batting my fragile wings against the bottle of my imprisonment, | write.

In the beginning, there were eleven of us. The ward can hold twelve. We knew that severa of our
number were very close to death and that new vacancies would open up. It was nice knowing there
would be new faces. There were four of uswho lived through eight years or morein the place, and we
vaued new faces, for they were dl that made lifeinteresting (crayons, pastels, and checkers being limited
inther atractiveness after anumber of long, empty months).

Onceared Englishman with fine manners came into the ward. He had been to Africatwice, and he had
quite anumber of safari experiencesto talk about. Many agood hour was passed listening to the tales of
cats, lean, well-muscled catsthat lurked in the brush with glistening claws and yellow teeth to dash and
rip and tear at the unwary. There were stories of strange birds. There were tales of strange temples,
exatic rituas, narratives about smooth, dark native women.

But then the Englishman died, spitting blood from his mouth and nostrils.

So it wasthat new faces brought new ideas, making one fed that life still had something in its dried-out
carcass to make you want to live. And like | said, there were dways fresh countenances. Libby (hisreal
name was Bertrand Lib-berhad), Mike, Kyu, and | were the only regulars. Old-timers of thefirst order,
veterans. Libby topped me by being a patient for e even years, my own term was nine yearslong. Kyu
and Mike were the juniors, having put in only eight years each. And the othersin the ward were
temporary, here for aweek, amonth, two months, then gone, carted away to be thrust into the raging
fires of the Flue and burned into ash. It was good for us veterans that so many of them died; new faces,
you know.

Yet it is because of one of these new facesthat | am now alone, sitting herein the dark, listening for
heavy wings of blackness—aone.

The new face was Gabe Detrick. That wasn't odd, for every face hasaname just like Libby and Kyu
and Mike. But he was soyoung! He seemed to be no older than thirty. We went to deep with the twelfth
bed empty; when we woke, there was Gabe, a great, naked man not long ago aboy. Some eyeless



moment of the night had seen him whedled in and dumped on the bed like so much fresh met.

Much speculation ensued as to why ayoung man should be brought to the Old Folks Without
Supporting Children Home. One had to be fifty-five before they camein the night, those lumbering
crimson-eyed androids without mouths and with gleaming wire sensor grids for ears, and shot you with
drug guns and carted you away. But this man on the bed was young—nearly aboy.

When hefindly shook off the drugs and came to, S-lence fell upon the room like the quiet after agiant
tree has crashed upon the breast of the earth and now lies solemn and dead.

Every eyefdl upon him, even Kyu'sblind one.

"Where—"

No one alowed him to finish; everyone scrambled to-ward him to explain his present predicament.
When hefi-nally forced his groggy sensesto an understanding, he ranted almost as a mad man would.
"I'm only twenty-seven! What the Hell is going on here?' He jumped out of bed, swayed dightly on his
feet, and began to pace around the room, searching for an exit. We followed, him—the few of uswho
could walk—Iike sheep preparing to watch the shep-herd kill the wolf.

Eventudly, he noticed the dim lines of the flush door and stresked toward it, mouthing everything foul he
knew. He pounded on the blue panding even though word was gotten to him that it would do no good.
He pounded and pounded and swore and pounded until the decibels of his uproar reached sufficient

quantity to stimulate the "ears' of apassing robot. The automaton rolled through the door and asked if
anything were wrong.

"Y ou're damn right something iswrong!" Gabe shouted.

The robot leered at him. Robots actudly have no facid expressons comparable to ahuman being, but
they had been assigned expressons by the patients. This one—who we called Doctor Domo—aways
seemed to be leering. Perhaps it was because his|eft eye glowed adimmer red than hisright.

"My nameis Gabe Detrick. I'm an accountant. Address: 23234545, Lower Level, Mordecal Strest,
Ambridge"

Therewas afamiliar crackling that always preceded ev-everything Dr. Domo said, then: "Do you want a
bed pan?'

We thought that Gabe was going to smash afigt right in-to the leering devil's aloy face. Kyu screamed
asif it had aready happened, and histerror seemed to dissuade Gabe from the act

"Dinner will be served in—click, clack—two hours," Domo sgquesked. "Isthat the trouble?
"l want out!"
"Areyou dying?" crackled the metal man.

"I'm only twenty-seven!" He said it like anyone older must be ancient papyrus cracking and flaking and
ready to crumbleto dust. | think we dl didiked him abit for histone.

"Do you want abed pan?' the robot asked again, obvi-oudy bewildered. It was programmed to answer



seven hundred different questions:May | have a bed pan, may | have more paper, what's for dinner, |
have a pain. But nothing in its tape banks was designed to cope with this particular problem.

Then Gabedid do it. He pulled back one powerful hand and let go. Of course the blow never
connected. Onething the metd nurse was programmed to do was fend off insane and angry patients.
With onejolt from its swiftly extended, double-pronged shocker, the machine knocked him flat on the
floor, colder than yesterday's pancakes. And believe me, in here, yesterday's pancakes were cold
enough yesterday .

We helped himinto bed, Libby and I, and put cold compresses composed of worn out undershirtson
hisfore-head.

"Where—"
Kyu started to explain dl over again, but he was hushed.

"Never argue with arobotnurse. Y ou can't win," Libby said. He knew from experience, from hisearly
yearsintheward.

Gabe forced himsdlf to a dtting position. His chin was bruised where he had fdlen oniit, and it was
beginning to blue hisfacelike adull beard. It certainly wasn't pretty.

"You okay?' Kyu asked.

| kept quiet, for | never have been one to say much about anything a any time. Which reminds me of
something Libby aways used to say when | wrote my short stories (which the robots burned
methodically). He would pucker up his scarred lips, open hiswrinkled mouth very, very wide, and say,
"Boys, old Sam doesn't say much, but he's going to be our Boswell. And helll do a better job with our
collective biographies than that old-time runt ever did for Johnson's!”

Well, maybe Libby wasright. Maybe | will chronicleit dl. Maybe | have enough time left that | can go
back from thislast chapter and write all the onesthat come before. That isall that isleft for me now with
everyone gone and theward cold. Silence prevails, and | cannot stand the silence.

Anyway, for weeks after that, Gabe seemed older than the rest of us, amost like one of the walking
dead. He ex-plained to us all about the old man who lived next door to him who had been due to go that
night, and how the robots must have gotten the wrong address. We explained there was no grievance
board of human beingsto take the problem to, that we had never seen a human other than patients since
we came into the ward. He pounded on the door, took more pokes at more robots and learned the hard
way. With the truth creeping in on him, that he would never go free being athought constantly in hismind,
his spirit faded. He was more depressed than we were. Y et hetried not to let it show, he turned outward
with his misfor-tune and directed hisvigor at us, trying to cheer and pep. He was aways sympathetic,
more o the longer helived with us. | remember once:

"Goddamn it you took them! | know you took them! Y ou mamzapig! Thief!"
Hanlin, anew face, was S0 red that his nose was a mighty volcano preparing to burgt, hislips dready

sputter-ing white lava. "Brookman, you're aliar. What do you want meto say? What would | want with
them, hah? What for would | want your silly toys?'



"I'll carve you up when they bring the kniveswith to eat! Little mother pieces. Blood dl over your lousy
facdl"

Everyone had turned from his bed to watch the drama unfold. But the fact that Brookman and Hanlin
were sup-posed to be friends kept the significance of the scene from weighing on usimmediately.

Gabe was quicker. He vaulted a bed—actually leaped right over it—which proved a gresat pleasure to
the bedridden among us who had too long been confined with doddering old men and had forgotten the
agility of youth. He vaulted the damn bed and picked Hanlin and Brookman complete-ly off the floor,

onewrinkled old skeleton in each hand. " Shut up, you two! Y ou want some robot comin' in here and
shocking you both to death?!

"That lousy kike called me athief!" Hanlin bellowed. He fought to get away from Gabe, but he couldn't
twist enough strength out of hisold lemon ped body.

"What's the matter?' Gabe asked, trying to bring some measure of cam to the affair.
"He stole my straws. The Goddamn mamza pig stole—"
"Hold it, Brookie. What straws?'

Brookman got a strange look on hisface then, somewhat like a child caught at adirty game. Hewas no
longer the fighter, every inch the old man. "Man's gotta have somethin'. Somethin' hisown, God."

"What sraws?' Gabe asked again, uncomprehendingly.

"Been savin' my milk straws. Y ou can make all kinds of things with them. | made adoll. Just sortaadoll
like the one Adele and me gave to our Sarah when she wasababy." There werelittle crystal droplets at
the edges of hisdark eyes. Severd of usturned away not wanting to see; but the words still came. " Just
likelittle Sarah had. Moveitslegs and everything, make it jump and swim and everything. And if you
pretend, God if you pretend, those paper pipesis anything. They can be people that you talk to and
move around; they can be money, each straw afive, aten, even athousand dollar bill. They're anything.
They'remost of dl being free and having Adele and Sarah and—"

| had to look back at him, because what he said made me fed funny insde. He had hisold,
brown-spotted hands drawn up in front of hisface, the veins standing out in bas-relief. He was shaking.

"You take his sraws?' Gabe demanded of Hanlin.
III_II

"Y ou take them!" That was a scream; Gabe's face was twisted up something awful, hislips drawn back
and histeeth bared. He looked like somefrantic, wild, hungry ani-mal.

"He hoarded them!" Hanlin barked.
"Y ou took them?"

"Damn kike just hoarding and hoarding—"



Gabe dropped him to the floor, but not easily like he did Brookman. Then he picked him up and
dropped him again. "Y ou give them back, you hear?"'

"He should share—"

"Y ou give them back or I'll pedl your skin off and give him your bones™

Hanlin gave them back. Gabe spent the better part of that week with Brookman. He saved dl his straws
for the old man and played gameswith him. Hanlin died that week; Gabe never even joined in the prayer
we said as they carted him out. Not many of the rest of ushad our heartsinit, | suspect.

But lest anyone think it was dl sad times with Gabe here, let me set the record straight. | said hewas
unhappy. He was. But he had this specid way about him, this specia talent to make other people laugh.
He aways had some trick planned, aways something to pull on the robots.

When the clanking, whirring nurses came in to serve breskfast, Gabe would always be up and around.
Hewould follow the humming metal nannies, and when he saw the chance, he would stick aleg out and
let them trip over it when they turned around.

They were those robots that roll on oneleg, and they were easily upset. He would tumble one, then dash
away from the scene so fast that alightning bolt couldn't have caught him. Then the other robots would
come skittering to the aid of their fallen comrade, pick him up, and cluck (every damn time, mind you)
what they had been pro-grammed to cluck in such acase: "Nasty, nasty fal. Poor Bruce, poor Bruce."

Then everyone would roar. Gabe had doneit again.

We never did know why they called the robots "Bruce'— al of them. But it could have been the quirk
of some ego-tistica design engineer of the same name. Anyhow we would roar.

"Good one, Gabe!"
"You're gresat, boy!"
"That'll show em, Gabie!"

And hewould grin that silly grin of his, and everything was dl right, and the ward was not award for a
while

But the ward was dways award for him.

Hewas never happy, not even when he clowned for us.

Wedid our best to attempt to cheer him, inviting him to participate in our words games, nothing worked.
Gabe was not an old man, and he did not belong. Worst of al, there seemed to be no way out for him.

Then, quite by accident, as the by-product of one long and terrible and ugly night, it seemed away had
been found to fight back at the robots.

It waslikethis:



It wasthe middle of the night, dark as bat wings, most of us adeep. We might have remained adleep too,
if Lib-by'spillow had not fallen to the floor. He was muffling his sobsinit, and whenit fel, he did not
have the strength or the sense of balance to reach over the edge of the high bed and pick it up.

We were shaken from our deep by sound of hisweep-ing. | don't think | have ever heard a sound like
that. Libby wasn't supposed to weep. He had been in for too many years, he was aveteran of it all;
frustration should have been flushed from him long ago. Not only that. He had had arough life too, rough
enough to rule out crying. He came from Harlem. White parentsin Harlem are one thing you can be sure:
poor. He wasraised in every degenerated part of New Y ork City. He learned young where to kick to
hurt the strange men who tried to tempt or drag him into aleys. He knew first hand about sex when he
was thirteen—under agtairway in atenement with awoman thirty-five. Later, heturned to the sea,
worked as a dock hand, shipped the hardest runs, and aways seemed to lose hismoney in afight or ona
dame. He had been and seen and felt too much to cry.

But that night it was Libby, heaving his guts out on the bed.

| too must have cried abit, for Libby.

It was Gabe who put afirst hand on his shoulder. We could see him there in the half-darkness of the
ward, sit-ting on the edge of Libby's bed, ahand on the old man's shoulder. He moved it up and ran it
through Libby'shair. "What isit, Lib?'

Libby just cried. In the dark and the closeness and the shadows like birds, we thought he would make
histhroat bleed if he didn't soon stop.

Gabejugt sat there running gray hairs through hisfin-gers and massaged Libby's shoulder and said things
to soothe him.

"Gabe, oh God, Gabe," Libby said between gaspsfor air.

"Whet isit, Lib? Tell me"

"I'm dying, Gabe. Me. It wasn't ever going to happen to me.”

| shuddered. When Libby went, could | be far behind? Did | want to be far behind? We were
insgparable. It seemed that if he went, | must die too—shoved into the ovens where they cremated
us—side-by-side. God, don't take Lib alone. Please, please, no.

"You'reas hedthy asarat, and you'l live to be ahundred and fifty."

"No | won't—" He choked trying to stop tears that moved out of his eyes anyway.

"Whét's the matter, pain?'

"No. Not yet."

"Then why did you think you're going to die, Lib?"

"| can't piss. Goddamn, Gabe, | can't even—"

We could see him then, lifting the thin, wrinkled body we caled Libby, Bertrand Libberhad, lifting it



againg hisyoung chest and holding it. Hewas quiet in the darkness for atime, and then he said, "How

long?'
"Two days. God, I'm bursting. | tried not to drink, but—"

He seemed to crush Libby to him, asif the old man could gain some strength from the flower of his
youth. Then he began arocking motion like amother with ababe in her arms. Libby cried softly to him.

"Did you ever have aspecid girl, Lib?" he asked findly.
We 'could see the head rising off the young chest—just an inch. "What?"

"A girl. A specid girl. Onewho walked just so and talked like wind scented with strawvberries and
flooded with warmth. A girl with smooth amsand nicelegs”

"Sure" Lib said with not so many tearsin hisvoice. "Sure, | had agirl like that. Boston. She was Itdian.
Redl dark hair and eyeslike polished cod. She was gonnamarry me once.”

"Sheloved you?'
"Yeah. What afool | was. | loved her and was too dumb to know. Mistake, huh?"

"We dl makethem. | had agirl too. Bernadette. Sounds like afake name, but that was hers. Green
eyes”

"Was she pretty, Gabe?"'

"Pretty asthefirgt day in spring when you know the snow is gone for good and maybe arobin will build
anest outsde your window soon. Redl pretty."

"Sony for you, Gabe."
"And did you ever tie on one helluvadrunk, Lib?"

"Yeah." There weretearsin hisvoice again. Y eah, afew. Oncein New Y ork for three days. Highasa
kite, not knowin' where | wasat."

"Sodidl,” Gabe said. "New Y ork too. Y ou could have picked me up and set me down in the middle of
a cattle sampede without me ever the wiser.”

| think Libby might have laughed then. A funny little laugh that threatened tears and didn't redly
announcejoy.

"And Lib, did you see much of the world, you're be-ing a seaman?"
"Tokyo, London, Australiafor two weeks. | been in ev-ery one of the fifty-six states.”
"Morethan| saw."

Then in the wings of the shielding darkness, you could hear it—like phlegm bubbling in his old throat.
"But, Gabe, | can't piss.”



"Y ou've been in love and been loved, Lib. That's more than alot of people can say. Y ou've seen dmost
every cor-ner of theworld, and some placesin it, you've drunk your-sef slly. Don't forget all that.”

Then | redlized that he was not trying to con the old man into forgetting his sickness. He wasttrying,
instead, to show him that there was a dignity in Degth, that he could hold up hiswithered head and say
that life had not been an empty cup, the dry bed of ariver.

Libby saw alittle of that too, | think.

Hesad: "But Gabe, | don't want to die.”

"No one ever does, Lib. | don't; Sam doesn't.”

"Itdoes hurt!"

"Yousadit didnt."

"l never would admit pain.”

"How hard have you tried to relieve yoursd f?*

"| think blood came alittle the last time. Oh, Gabe,blood. I'm an old man, and I've rotted to pieces here
for years and saw no sky and no girls and no newspaper, and now my vitals are bleeding on me and my
gut fedslikeit's gonna up and explode with the pressure.”

Gabe pulled out the bed pan potty and sat it on the floor. "Try once more, Lib."

"l don't want to. | might bleed."

"Just for me, Lib. Come on. Maybe you can.”

He helped him out of bed, set him on the degrading little chair, knelt besideshim. "Try, Lib."

"Oh, Mother of God, Gabe, it hurts!"

"Try. Takeit easy. Nice and easy."

The darkness was horrible.

"Gabe, I'm—I can't!" Libby was crying and choking. We heard the potty chair go skidding acrossthe
room. The next thing, Gabe was crooning, holding the old man to him there on the hard floor.

“Lib, Lib, Lib."
And Libby only moaned.
"Youll bedl right."

"I'll deep. It bejust like deegping.”



"That'sright. That'sdl it is—just adeep, anap.”

Libby shook, hisold crumbling paper lungs wheezing. "The robots deep at night, Gabe. Only they wake
up.”

There was a sudden change in Gabe'stone. "What do you mean, Lib?"
"They deep. They charge up, plug themsalvesin. Ain't that hell, Gabe. They deep too.”

Gabe put the old man back in the bed and waddled around the baseboard looking for the nearest outlet.
"Damn-it, Libby, youwon't die. | promise you. Therésaway out. If we can blow the fuses, catch dl the
meta people plugged into useless outlets—"

Severa bresthswere drawniin.
"Lib, you hear me?" Gabe was crying then. "Lib?"

Libby could never have answered. He was dead, lying life-lessin the hegp of old gray linen that covered
his sagging mattress. But that seemed to give Gabe more determina-tion than ever. "Anyone have a piece
of metd? Any meta ?"

We were packrats by habit. Kyu had afork he had held back one day when they had given him two by
accident. | had alength of copper wire| had saved for years. It had held the shipping tag on the bottom
of my bed. One day, musty years earlier, | had found it while crawling under the bed to seeif adipinthe
mattress could be corrected.

He amost got eectrocuted doing it, but he managed to blow the fuses, dl the current being soaked up
by the old bed no one was using—no one living, anyhow—the bed wired to the fork that was stuck in
the socket. The night light winked out when the fuses blew.

We dl worked together to break down the door. The healthy ones put their backsto it, theinvalids
cheered them on.

We never counted on the replacement robots who stood essential duties while the main crew recharged.
Maybe, in the degpest parts of our minds, we knew it. But there was Libby on the bed and strong Gabe
to follow. We easily brushed any such thoughts aside.

Gabedied quickly, | think. At leadt, that iswheat | like to think. He went down under the flamesfrom a
robo-pistol, charred, smoking. The rest fought madly. | broke my leg and was out of most of the action.
Now there are eleven beds vacant, and | am in the twelfth. The darknessis close around and thereis
nothing to say and no oneto say it to.

| think now only to write. | think about Gabe tumbling the clumsy robots; | think about Libby, about
Gabe holding him there on the bed as a mother with her babe. And | write. Gabe once told me that
someone asold as | forgets most recent eventsfirst. | must not forget.

The vacant beds will be filled again, and my story isagood one, better even than those of the
Englisman.



A SEASON FOR FREEDOM

Of dl the editors | have worked with, Frederik Pohl had the oddest way of buying my stories. When he
was editor atGalaxy andWorlds of SF, he bought some 40,000 words of my stories over atwo-year
period, al of which | wasforced to rewrite to please him. The rewriting didn't both-er me, for | had
found that editorswere usudly correct and | was usualy mistaken at that early point in my career when |
was learning from each page written. But Fred would never come out and plainly ask for arewrite. He
would send the story back with a pleasant note pointing out what was wrong with the piece. Then he
would end the note with ". . . the story would probably please some editor in this new form.” Or from
another rgection:... would shapeit up well enough, perhaps, to please John Campbell forAnalog.” Each
time, | rewrote using his sug-gestions and sent the story back to him, and each time he bought it. It dmost
seemed asif he consdered asking for arewrite like offering to sell you French postcards, and we always
had to whisper the arrangements. But, findly, Fred bought this story straight off forGalaxy. No
re-writes 1t isthe only story from those magazinesin this collection, for dl the others have seen print in
book form elsawhere—thus easily repaying me for the rewriting. Thanks, Fred. One other thing. Now
and again, areader will accuse me of using too much violence in some of my stories. Rest assured, | am
no violence junkie. Only an immeature nation makes war, and only an immature man hasto "prove’ his
worth with afist or agun. When you read "A Season for Freedom,” don't look only at the violence and
wrinkle your nose; violenceisaway of life with our nation, and what | wanted to say was. "'If we don't
do something about it soon, look what war isgoing to doto al of our minds. . . ."

thetheater was athunder-lizard's maw gorged with peo-ple, the seets jutting in rows of imitation teeth,
casting black shadows in the flush of yellow hadf-light. The screen pulsed with colors, its rectangular orb
awash with de-lusons. The two-dimensond inhabitants of that false, flat redlity moved into view beforea
pounding blue-white surf behind the black and yellow and crimson creditsthat crawled like well-trained
insects up the broad screen, d-waysin perfect time with the tinny music.



And, abruptly, the air wasfilled with deadly stedl bees.

Jacobs dipped from his seat, dragging Anne with him to crouch in the sheltered trough between the rows
asdartsrang againgt the metal backing of the chairs. He had his gun out, searching.

Carefully, heraised his head and |ooked about the the-ater, open to attack, and spotted the blonde. She
was fif-teen rows back. She had stripped down the top of her organdy dressto free her breasts, marred
by thethin, red surgical lines. Below each scar were Six pinholes: dartgun barres that punctured the skin
like gigantic pores. Jacobs knew the breasts were hollow of flesh and contained, in-steed, dart clipsand
firing mechanisms packed in asilicone shdll. The war had just begun and dready he knew the basic
mechanisms.

Heamed.

The blonde whirled—not out of malice, but in her pre-programmed fire-pattern—twelve barrels
swinging in hisdi-rection. Jacobs depressed the trigger. The automatic burped out three fragmentation
dugs. They tumbled the blonde backward in the dark, afina sputter of darts ringing from the backs of
the seatsin front of her ...

Ringing....

Ringing. .. . He woke to gloom.

For severa seconds, he was not certain whether redlity was. A—the bed and the peaceful room clothed
in gray light, or B—the half-darkened theater and the killerbot spewing thin desth across the rows of
patrons. He blinked his eyes, yawned, felt his ears pop. The ringing was the phone, not thousands of
meta thorns ricocheting off theater seats. He reached out, answered it. "Lo?"

"Phil ?*
"Hmmm?'

It was Cullen. Reedy voice, whined words. He was second in command—first in command on this,
Jacobs one night off —on the Northside Sector antikillerbot force and was ca-pable enough to keep
things purring. Or should be....

"Seems like abad one, Phil."

"Where?' He fought to maintain drowsinessin hopes he might yet return to dream-filled
unconsciousness. All deep was dream-filled now days.

"Medarts Building. Tenth floor. HE's extremely well-armed. Darts and bullets.”

"Both?" That sent ashiver through him. It was difficult enough to implant asingle wegpon systeminto a
human body. Even with the new neutra synthetic fibers that com-posed most of the mechanisms, the
body fought the rejec-tion of aien tissues. Supposedly, it would never be eco-nomicaly feasible to build
more than one wegpon into akillerbot. Recovery and hedling time required fortwo sys-temswas Six
timesaslong. Half adozen single-system kill-erbots could be prepared and dispatched in the sametime
needed to finish one double-systems bot. But if Euro had come up with away to makeit pay off, a



method of re-ducing hedingtime. . ..
"Both," Cullen confirmed.
"Maybe you have two of them trapped up there."

"Could be. But | don't think so. Even assuming there are two up there, the battle pattern is unusua. They
don't firein apreprogrammed grid; they only firewhen thereisatarget.”

"Impossible!” It had to be! If that killerbot werefiring at targetsinstead of on a pattern, it meant the
damn thing had some control of itsfiner reasoning powers. But if you gave akillerbot reasoning powers,
it would soon reason that it had once been ahuman being, that it had been stripped of its humanity, that
itsmind had been bleached, its somach or chest or thigh contaminated with adeadly weapons system. It
would revolt, surely.

"Just the same," Cullen said, anxiety riding his voice with keen spurs, "1 think you had better come down
here"

He gave up trying to keep his mind clouded and his body next to deep. "I'll bethere assoon as | can.”
He placed the phonein its cradle and pushed himself to the edge of the bed. For the thousandth time, he
reminded himsdlf that the captain of an antikillerbot sector team had no red life of hisown.

He dressed, struggled into his raincoat, and swallowed a cup of hot coffee in threelarge gulps. Then he
went into the bedroom to tell Anne he was leaving before he remem-bered that Anne was dead.

Then he went and strapped on hisgun.

Outsde, it wasraining. Cold rain. It diced the hairlike fog that wrapped the trees and spit-curled the
dark-ness. It crawled his skin with aching dampness, chilled his bonesto the marrow. There was no
lightening. The black-nesswasimpenetrable.

Hefound the car in front of the house after first looking in the garage. The door siwung open to the touch
of histhumb asthe lock recognized his print. Climbing in, he started the engine, swung across the narrow
secondary road to the ramp of the autoway. Punching coordinates for the Medica Arts Building he
leaned back, closing his eyes asthe car maneuvered into the high-speed lane of the twelve lane autoway.

Hetook control of the car at the bottom of the ramp and drove onto Sycamore Avenue. A hundred
yards ahead, a barricade dashed the road, ringed with portable yellow lights that bathed the dick
pavement in ugly amber flush. Thereflection of the bulbsin theice-dushed puddles, curl-ing and wiggling,
reminded him of acarniva midway after closing time on adamp Saturday night near the end of the
season. Aching with the redization that carnivals were but another thing necessarily outlawed as
protection against killerbot mass-murders, he pulled the car into the shadow of the portable barricade
wall. Bursts of bullets rang across the roof and down the trunk until he was shielded by the metal

partition.

"Mr. Cullen said to send you right to the front,” the offi-cer said, opening the door for Jacobs. "Y ou're
going to haveto dressfor it, though."

"How many dead?"



"Fourteen civilians. Nine of us."
"Ning"

The officer winced at theimplied criticism. "Nothing could be done, Captain. It opened fire before rush
hour. Sensdless, that. Thefirst part of the staggered rush would have been coming down this street fifteen
minutes later. If it had waited, it could have killed five times fourteen. So we went in with dart-proofs,
‘cause it was using darts. How could we guessit would have two wegpon systems? A dart-proof suit is
structured to stop needlepoint pressure. A bullet is something dse again.”

Jacobs accepted a bullet-proof jacket from a second man, laced the front tightly shut and hung a heavy
bib over thelacing. The officers helped him into apair of bulky dacks of thick, cross-hatched nylon
pressureresstants. “Tell Cullen I'm coming through,” he said, shuffling uncomfort-ably toward the edge of
the barricade, dipping the bulky nylon-steel mesh hood over his head.

A hundred yards of bare street stretched between this barricade and the next. The second implacement
was a portable metal well behind which Cullen and four officers crouched, watching the tenth floor of the
Medarts Build-ing through tiny lensesimbedded in a portable barrier. Cul-len, radio to ear, looked back
at the firgt barricade as he learned of Jacobs arrival. A moment later, he and the other four men opened
fire on the tenth floor window, providing Jacobs with asort of cover.

Jacobs shuffled around the barrier and began alabored progress across the no-man's land.

Y dlow light danced over his shoulders and shivered in the puddles, shattering like glass when he dopped
theicy water with hisfeet.

Hewasthirty yards along before the killerbot saw him and turned its attention from the men &t the
barricade to him. There was atinkling of darts againgt the rough fiber of the suit. But they fell away like
wind-driven danddlion puffs suddenly deprived of propulsion. Quickly sensing the usel essness of the dart
weapon, the killerbot opened firewith itsfrag dugs.

But that wasimpossible! Killerbots couldn't reason likethat! If they could, they certainly would revolt a
having been used for disposa wegpon carriers. Take aman; bleach hisbrain; throw away hismemory,
crumpled and useless; program him with basic human habits and an automatic, unsensing minor
vocabulary; program him with adestruc-tion mission; turn him loose. That isakillerbot. It can't reasonin
the heat of battle. Or never had been ableto before. ...

The bullets weren't penetrating the heavy armor, but they rained down too fast to let him walk a straight
lineto the front barricade. It waslike walking in araging wind, aspurting progress, unsteady and unsure.

For ashort moment, the bullets stopped—aJacobs doubled his efforts and shuffled faster, passing the
hafway mark.

Kack-ack-ack! A fantastic barrage of shellstore againgt his chest, toppling him. The suit till held, but he
had had the wind knocked from him. He lay very 4till, choking on the stale air that penetrated the thin eye
ditsof the hood, his stomach throbbing with protest, hislungs afire with the need for oxygen. Sowly, he
forced the pain from his chest and regained a norma—if somewhat speeded—obregth-ing pattern. Then
he concentrated on appearing dead.



Bullets skipped over the pavement, ricocheted from his suit. The ice water shimmered with therippled
wakes of the shells. Findly, the killerbot stopped firing. Jacobslay ill, thankful that the bulk of the suit
concealed therise and fall of therib cage. Severd minutes passed. The killerbot opened up again for
thirty seconds, then stopped again. Time crawled by unbearably dow. Five minutes. Ten. Fif-teen.
Jacobs thought it might be safe now. He licked hislips of the sweet that had trickled down hisface,
tasted the sdlty fluid on histongue. It would take him the best part of aminuteto gain hisfegt, considering
the weight of the bullet-proof garments. He would just have to hope that the killerbot would not be
watching him, would not see him until he had gained at least ten yards. Sucking in bresth, he pushed up
withhishands. . . .

Hewas lucky. Apparently, the killerbot had shifted its at-tention back to the men at the front barricade.
Hefound hisfeet, wiggled on weak, shaky legs. That was not good. He would have to will away any
weakness until he had reached the comparative safety of the walls ahead. Labori-oudy, he dragged
himsalf dong. He had gone another thirty yards before the killerbot caught the movement and opened

with heavy frag dugfire,

The dight downward trend in the street had helped him. Herolled, bullets pinging from the pavement on
al Sdes

Abruptly, the thudding of shells againgt hisfibrous armor ceased. Hands groped for him, pulled off his
hood. He blinked his eyes, looked up into Cullen'sthin, young face, and smiled. "Thanks."

"| thought you were dead!"

"Sodidit," he stopped grinning. "What's the stuation?' "I think it's going to be afront-on attack. Any
normal killerbot would have exposed itsdlf to our fire by now. Itiscunning. And | think it must have some
sort of shield.”

"They wouldn't waste ashield on akillerbot!" Jacobs said, mentally tabulating the high cost of
manufacturing and maintaining ashield projector. They were even too expen-sive for norma police work.

"Jugt the same—"

"Well, if we haveto initiate afronta, we might aswell start,”" Jacobs said, taking command of his suit.
Cullen sighed audibly with the redization that the hot potato had just changed hands for the last time that
night. Anything went wrong after this, Jacobswould carry the blame.

"What firg, Phil?'

Jacobs put his eye to one of the tiny lenses, surveyed the wide panoramait gave him. "We can't wheel
the shield up to the front door. When we get directly under him, he could just shoot down and pick us
off. The door isclosed. | suspect it may also be locked. We might all get cut down trying to blow it."

"Now what?'

Jacobs kept hiseyeto thelens. Theillusion of arain-soaked, empty midway ill clung to him. The
yellow light gleamed starkly on the black street. For amoment, he thought he could see the carousdl with
its garishly painted horses. Perched on the shoulders of the grinning beast was asmal, dark-haired boy.
Kenny, he whispered. And theillusion shattered, melted back into the light-rimmed puddles. "Call back
to the first barricade for ademolition packet. Well movethis barrier along to the side of the building.



There isbound to be another doorway. WEell blast our way in and go up and take him.”

Cullen looked dubious. But having no plan to offer, he called the barricade officer and requested a
demolition packet. Ten minutes |ater, the suitcase came spinning acrossthe street in their direction. It did
behind the front barrier, right into Cullen's hands.

Jacobs unlatched it, checked out the contents. Everything was there. "Okay," he said, biting hislip for a
second asif to convince himsdf that he wasin ared Stuation and not adream. "Let's sart rolling the
wall. Over there. Bring it around flush with that corner, then best it into the alley-way and find adoor.
We can't wagte time. If we do, it may be waiting on the other side of the door when we openiit.”

When the detonator blew, the door was ripped from its hinges and propelled acrossthe dley, clattering
againg the opposite wdl, bouncing back and forth findly settling to the pavement, like aspinning penny
eventudly teetersto the top of the gametable.

Jacobsled the othersinto the building, holding his breath through the thick, acrid smoke, careful not to
touch the steaming meta of the door frame. Inside, he ordered Officer Talmadge and Officer Cork to
carry their flashlamps on haf beam. When Cork finaly fumbled hislamp on and Tamadge augmented it
with his, they found they were indeed in astorage room. Moments later, they found the doorway into the
rest of the building. It waslocked; but flimsy. There was no need for explosives. Jacobs braced himsalf
againg the frame, smashed afoot into it. Twice. Again. Four times. The wood splintered around the
hinges. He kicked it again. The door tore free, swung aside.

"Tenth floor," Cullen said.
"My brother-in-law works here," Tamadge said. "I've been here afew times.”
"Lead then," Jacobs said.

Holding hislamp up to shoulder leve like atrembling child investigating a haunted house, he moved
forward, the rest strung out behind him, guns drawn.

"Not the devator," Jacobs hissed as they threaded their way down adark hal. "That will tell it wherewe
ae"

"The gairsarethisway,” Tdmadge said, turning right into aside corridor and stopping. "Maybe we
should put lights at quarter power, Captain.”

"Quarter power, then," he snapped.

The light receded. Darkness drifted closer.

Quietly, quietly, they ascended the stairs. They must make no sound now. If thiskillerbot could reason
and actinlogicd, gtrategic form, it was a newer, more dangerous killerbot. 1t would know they had
brokenin. It would not be blindly firing a an empty street. It would be hunting for them.

He shivered.It would be hunting for them.

Although they expected to mest it at every landing, around every corner in the Saircase, they climbed



the twen-ty flightswithout incident. At the tenth floor, Talmadge pushed open the double glass doorsinto
themainhdl-way . ..

... and wastorn up the middle by fifty or more darts.
Hedidn't even havetimeto scream.

Swallowing hard, Jacobs blasted the door, rolled through the gaping hole where the door had been, gun
out and firing to the left. Frag dugs whined off the walls, shat-tered windows at the far end of the
corridor. But they didn't bring down the killerbot, for the killerbot had dis-appeared.

Jacobswas so tense that it seemed his scalp would split open, his skull crack to let out the pressure his
whirling mind was accumulating. And he knew that if he was that tense the rest of them were even closer
to blowing their tops. They had never had any experience with akillerbot that tried to protect itself. From
thefirgt day that Euro had turned killerbots |oose on Nortamer, they had been stupid, suicidal unitsthat
stood and fired until cut down themsalves. Or until their wegpons systems ran out of ammunition. They
were not detectable, even by X-ray, for what metd they did contain in their flesh was shielded in silicone,
plastic, nylon mesh that effectively rendered X-ray useless, They had many advantages as weapons of
war, but they didn't have redl intelligence. It had always been amatter of standing out of the programmed
fire pat-tern and cutting the human-machine to pieces. This one was different, and this one seemed the
turning point of thewar.

They had searched al roomsin thiswing, their fingers aching with the weight of their guns, their eyes

weary with squinting, blurred with trying to sort out the shadows ahead and make them resolve into a
human form, something, any-thing to shoot at. They turned the corner into another cor-ridor, stepping
into thekillerbot'sline of fire. . . .

Officer Cork screamed a gurgling scream, pitched for-ward, his head prickled with thorns asif he had
just fought hisway through a garden of live and vicious roses. Officer Drennings did not have achanceto
scream,; the dartstore out histhroat first.

"Fall back!" Jacobs shouted.

He dipped into the safe corridor. If the killerbot tried to come around, he would blast it openina
second. Cullen and Minter were beside him, panting. "God," Minter was saying over and over. Over and
over, low and soft and mean-inglesdly.

Itishunting for us Jacobs thought.

Their lamps had been smashed by darts. There was only darkness now, thick and al pervading. Their
eyes were used to the gloom, somewhat, but everywhere there were dense shadows that seemed to
move.

Thehdl was quiet.

To hell with this pessmism! They were three, well-trained police officers. Thet killerbot, no matter how
ad-vanced, was only one. Numericdly, they had it cornered. They just had to move with more caution,
stop blundering around asif it were anorma killerbot. "Come on," he whis-pered to Cullen and Minter.
"And be careful.”



They edged around into the corridor. The two bodies were there, lying in black pools of blood.
But the killerbot was gone.
"Well never find him,” Cullen said. "It will take more men.”

Jacobs hushed him, surveyed the corridor. For amo-ment, he couldn't understand what his eyes were
trying totdl him. Then it registered. "No. We have him cornered.”

IIWha_ll

"There aren't any stairs or elevatorsin this corridor," Jacobs said, pointing to the four doors on each
sde. "Just those eight rooms. He hasto be in one of them.”

Cautioudy, quietly, they moved down the hall, checking the rooms on both sdes. Jacobs stood to the
sde, flung the portal wide, and jerked his arm back as Minter fired aburst of frag dugsinto the darkened
room. Then, just as cautioudy, they would flip on the light and scan it. When Jacobs threw open thefifth
door, Minter fired another burst—and was answered with around that smashed his chest apart.

Two to one. The oddswere ill in their favor.

Jacobs wished he had not |eft the suitcase of explosivesin the storage room. A bal of contact jelly
would bejust the thing now. But they didn't haveit, so no use wishing. He looked across the doorway to
where Cullen waited on the other side, face drawn and white. He pantomimed hisintentions, shook off
Cullen's gestured disgpprova. Gun clutched firm in hisright hand, he bent down, leaned to hisside, and
rolled through the doorway into the dark-ened room.

Frag shdlls splintered the doorway behind him.

He had cometo rest againgt aheavy desk, his shoulder stinging with the impact. From the flash of the
killerbot's frag pistol, he knew it was on the other sde of the desk. Holding his breath so that his panting
would not give away his position, he placed the barrel of the pistol against the front of the desk,
depressed the trigger and held it down until the clip had emptied itsalf, more than two dozen frag dugs
shredding through the desk, ripping out and into the killerbot crouched on the other side.

There were screams.

That didn't fit either. Killerbots never screamed.

Cullen hit thelights.

The room seemed to flare asif the walls had been set efire. There waslittle left of the desk. The center
had been chewed away by the bullets, and both halves had caved inward, the broken top now forming a
vee whose point rested on the floor. Carefully, Jacobs got to hisfeet, hisempty pistol clamped in his
hand, only atalisman now that its ammunition had been expended. He walked around the desk, kicked

away some larger chunks of wood.

Thekillerbot was approximately forty yearsold. Black hair. Fair-skinned. And . . . And what?



Something was wrong, but Jacobs could not decide quite what. He in-spected the wounds. A dozen
scraps of metal had punctured the corpse. The holes they made welled thick blood. Splin-ters of wood
prickled the body. To one side of the head lay adartgun.

A dartgun.

He stared at the thing for long, long seconds, unwilling to believe it—to even comprehend it.
"Phil, look at this" Cullen said, shoving afrag dug clip and apistol into the captain’'s hands.
"Help me drip him," Jacobs said suddenly, laying the pistol and clip on thefloor.

"Huh?'

"Comeon."

Jacobs bent to the corpse, hands trembling as he and Cullen pedled away the bloody garments. Ashe
had sus-pected, the body bore no scars from weapon implantation. There were only the gashes of the
frag dugs from Jacobs own gun—and the wounds of wood splinters from the shattered desk.

"Hewasn't akillerbot,” Cullen said, his eyestoo wide, his mouth hanging too far open.
"Hewasjust aman,” Jacobs agreed.

"Butwhy?"

"|—I think maybe | seeit. The psych boys may be more detailed—"

"What?" Cullen shifted hisweight from onefoot to the other, coughed.

Jacobs couldn't take his eyes from the hands of the corpse, the hands that had held the throbbing guns.
"Wewerein war with Euro. A normd war—if any wars are normal. Then Euro command changed the
character of armed conflict. They came up with the killerbots. The enemy could be living next door now,

waiting. Lifetook on afluid, un-stable qudity." He looked to the hands, could not take his eyes from the
trigger fingers.

Cullen coughed.

"Our government played the game too. Nortamer took its criminals, political prisoners, and outcasts,
made them into our own killerbots. Both sides admitted that human life was unimportant compared to the

robo-factories and towering cities. The inanimate must be preserved while the flesh died. It became a
war of atrition. Women and children—

"Women and children were not spared by either side,”" Jacobs continued. "The family could dissolvein
an ingtant. We became frustrated with the high degree of ingtability of society. Aswelost our loved ones

and were powerless to stop the loss, we were frustrated because there was no one to be angry with. The
enemy was amongst us; the enemy was us. Sooner or later—psychoss.”

"And the man here pretended to be akillerbot because he could shirk his responsibilities and strike



back, dump hisfrudtration. But if this catches on—"

Jacobs shuddered. "Exactly."

He stood, |eft Cullen with the body, and |eft the Medarts Building.

Outside, therain was il faling, thefog thicker than ever. At the first barricade, he sent the psych boys
up to the tenth floor. Ashe was crawling into his car, Burtram, Captain of the Westside Sector, pulled his
car alongside. "It'sover," Jacobs said.

"Strangest thing tonight,” Burtrum said, leaning out of the window, hishair plastered to his heed. "We
brought down two killerbots over near the sports arena, but they—"

"Weren't redly killerbots, Jacobs finished.

"How'd you hear?"

"Wejust had the same thing."

"Gives methe shivers. Wonder what the psych boyswill find out?"

Jacobs shrugged, started the car, and pulled out, sweep-ing in a U-turn and heading down Sycamore
Avenue to-ward the ramp of the autoway. His mind boiled. When frustrations reached an unbearable
limit, when family could be dissolved in ahail of bullets at any moment, the hu-man mind rebelled against
respong bility. Men took aholi-day, indulged in a season for freedom—freedom fromevery-thing,
freedom to doanything. And now it had begun. He didn't want to think about where and when it might

end.

The autoway lay ahead. He punched the key for an ex-tended drive without chosen exit, and took his
hands from the whedl. The car moved into the high-speed lane.

Again, the gray rain was peppered with dest.

Jacobs rolled down the window. He took out his frag dug gun, rested the barrel on the sill. A car came
spinning aong the black roadway, going the other direction.

He pumped four dugsintoit.

The vehicle whined. The autodrive mechanism had been shattered in its dashboard. The wheelslocked.
It kicked upward, rolled end over end dong the autoway. Fire gushed out of it in crimson and amber
waves. The flames on the wet pavement reminded him of acarnival midway on adamp Saturday. He had
aglimpse of acarousd. Painted horses. Kerv/child, grinning. . . .

Theflames behind died and were gone as the night rushed him headlong.

The carnival vison was blistered away by the onrushing headlamps of another car.



THE PSYCHEDELIC CHILDREN

Whether or not one bdlieves the scientific "evidence' that LSD-25 causes damage to the chromosomes,
one has to admit that theidea of achild mutated by LSD useisan intriguing one. It must beintriguing, for
| received about a dozen letters from readers about this story, and it has been published in French and
will beincluded in abook of stories and author interviews to be published later thisyear in Spain. What
interests readers, | think and hope, is not so much the plot, but the style (ah, now the tradi-tiondists leap
down my throat!). | have attempted to write a story whose style (typography and scene-switching, and
mood counterpointing) would convey to the reader a sense of the psychedelic, of amild acid trip. The
end of the Sory fitsinto this attempt, for it ismuch like adrug delu-sion, suddenly turning the tables on
you and making you realize how thin isthe fabric of what you thought wasredlity....

Hewoke even before she and lay listening to the rasping of her breeth: seafoam whispering over jagged
rocks. It would get worse before she woke. He reached to the night-stand and took a cigarette from the
nearly empty pack, lighted it, and sat up. Hetried not to think of the energies raging within her mind, of
the deadly and painful powersroaring there. In the darkness, hetried to turn hismind to other things.

The view from the window was pleasant, for snow had been falling since suppertime, embracing
everything. The clouds parted now and then to let the moon through. It lighted the night, washing onto the
white blanket and splashing back. Beyond the hoary willow treelay the high-way, ablack dashin the
cacimined wonderland. It was obvious that the heater coilsin the roadbed had broken down again, for

the drifts were edging back onto the hard surface unchecked. Old-fashioned plows were working on
thingsnow.

"Ashen dreams fluttering flaked
float peacefully downward
whilelightning men with svords
groke the brain harshly

and draw fingernails

over theice.."



He was not certain whether that was completely senseless or not. It was amood piece, no doubt. He
repeated it softly again. He would have to remember it, polish it—perhaps—for incluson in his next
volume,

Minutes | ater, he looked back to Laurie. Her face was pae, her eyes closed and edged with wrinkles.
He ran his hand through the billows of raven hair that cascaded down her pillow. She moaned in answer,
theair rushing in and out of her chest. Harder, harder she breathed. Deciding to get ahead start thistime,
he stood and pulled on histrousers, dipped into a banlon shirt.

"Frank?' shesaid.

"l know."

She dipped out of bed, naked, and dressed in a sheath— ared and black one that he liked.

"I'll pull the car out of the garage,” he said.

"The snow—"

"They seem to have it under control. Don't worry. I'll pick you up &t the front door in five minutes.”

"I loveyou," she said as he went through the doorway into the shadow-filled living room. That dways
sent shiversthrough him: that face, that voice, those words.

Hetook aflashlight and the gun that lay beside it from the kitchen catchal drawer. Stepping into the
glittering night, he stuffed the gun in ajacket pocket and sniffed the cold air. It hurt dl theway down into
his lungs and woke him al the way up. The path between house and garage was unshove ed; the snow
lay agood twelve or fourteen inches deep. He plodded through it, listening to the easy sweep of the
wind, the distant moan of heavy ma-chinery battling Nature. The garage door hummed open when it
recognized his thumbprint on thelock disc. He crawled into the car, started it, backed out, pushing snow
with the rear bumper. He flipped on the front and rear heating bars. With Laurie's problem, he had to be
ready to move at any hour, in any westher. The melting bars had been a costly extra, but a necessary
one. When he pulled up to the front door, she was waiting. She climbed in, hud-died next to him.

"Whereto?"

"The country somewhere," she whispered in her tiny voice. "Hurry, please. It'sgoing to bered bad this
time"

Mélting snow in advance, he drove across the highway into the lane leading away from the city and
suburbs. The robo-grid drove for him then while he stroked her forehead and kissed her cheeks, her
ears, her neck . . .

Ten minutes later, they were cruising down aramp, and the red eye winked a him asif to say he must
now caress the controls. Somewhere in the bowels of the car abuzzerbleeped for the same reason. He
turned | eft dong a sec-ondary route that was not nearly so well cleaned as the superhighway. Driftswere
clawing at the macadam, chok-ing it to half its norma width in many places. He held the accelerator
down and kept the Champion moving.

Shewasmoaning . . .



Thislooked bad. Shewas rapidly reaching the critical point: the moment when the psychic powers
reached maxi-mal point of tolerance and exploded violently and deadly. Laurie was an Esper, but it did
her no good, for she could not control the power. She could not siphon it off until it reached the critical
point, and once it had reached the critica point, there were only moments|eft to get rid of it.

Hewas glad he had had the melting barsingtalled. Some-day dl cars, he thought, would have them.
Then the snow plows and heating coils would both be obsolete. The bars burned away the crystals,
evaporating some, melting some and leaving them behind to freeze into ice asthe night wind roared in and
covered theroad in their wake.

"A littlefurther yet," hesaid.

Shewhimpered something . . .

Herisked aglance away from the road, was shocked—as adways—by the white fish-belly color of her
beautiful face. It dways reminded him of the dead. It dwaysfrightened him. "Hold on."

The car skidded sideways without warning. He grabbed desperately at the whedl, then remembered to
let the car follow the direction of the dide. They lodged in adrift, and it took the melting bars afew
minutes to free them. He went another mile without seeing any houses and—there-fore—turned abruptly
across what appesared to be awhest field, flat and snow covered. The bars were burning at full capacity.
Hetook it dow, melting hisway toward the edge of the forest which began where thefield doped
up-ward and continued over the rise and into the distance. When they reached the forest's perimeter, he
braked, stopped, shut off the lights. They would not be seen from the highway againgt the black
backdrop of trees.

He sat with her at the Side of atree, sat on the snow with her. She had reached the critical point.
"Okay," hesad. "Thereisno one here.”

Shewhimpered again . . .

Her breath rushed out. ..

The snow began to melt around them ... In two minutes there was afour-foot circle of bare earth. Then
there was mud. Then boilingmud. ..

"l remember watt papered parlors
With agrandfather clock that chimed
Likeavoicesaying I'll giveyou

A dollar for adime.

"I recall sun-bleached kitchens



On athen late afternoon,
A hundred thousand fragrances,

My mother'stasting spoon ..."

Heflipped off the recording machine, rewound the tape, removed and packaged it. That was Saturday's
show—aired on one hundred and two FM radio stations. Fifteen min-utes of poetry and commentary,
recital and rebuttal. He was alittle bitter about it. He wondered how many redlly listened and how many
only laughed. He suspected that many of the gentler artswere not designed for the mass media. But then,
it brought penniesfor bread, penniesfor lard.

"Frank—" Laurie came into the den, al sweet-smiling in adress covered with large red appleson a
straw background, ared band dipping in and out of her dark hair. "Have you seen this morning's paper?"

He couldn't have missed the headlinee HALLUCINO-CHILD BELIEVED TO BE IN AREA. And
below that: POLICE BEGIN SEARCH. It told all about thefield near Crockerton where the snow had
been vaporized, the earth boiled and glazed, the trees splintered and charred. It told how there was only
onething that could have done dl that. And they were searching for the halucino-child.

"Don't worry," hesaid.

"But they say the police are searching outward on aten mileradius."

He pulled her down on hislap and kissed her. "And what can they find? I'm a poet who contributes well
to the party in power; the party in power isvery anti-Esper. Welive normd lives. We have never once
voiced disap-prova over punishment of captured halucino-children.”

"Jugt thesame," shesad, "I'll worry."

So would he.

Until noon. That iswhen the police came.

They stood watching through the porthole in the front door as the police approached the house. "It's just
aques-tion party. Only routine investigators following routine pro-cedures,” he said.

She was trembling just the same. She retreated to the kitchen.

He waited for two knocks before he opened the door. He did not want to appear too anxious, and he
needed those extrafew secondsto paint afase smile on hisface. "Yes?!

"Police Ingpector Jameson and android assistant T," the dark-eyed detective said, motioning to the
parody of aman beside him.

"Oh, thismust be about the hdlucino-child in the pa-pers. Comein, inspector.”

Heled them into the den. The inspector and he sat, but T remained standing. The snowflakes that had



falen on hismeta hide were melting and dropping onto the carpet after cutting wet swaths acrossthe
"skin" of hisfaceto the preci-pice of hischin.

"Nice place you have here, Mr. Cauvell”

"Thank you."

"Thiswhere you write poems?"'

Cauvell looked to the desk, nodded.

"I'm afan of yours. Though | must say | don't often like those unrhymed ones.”

He breathed more easily. The man was certainly not aforceful, probing, hard policeman. He seemed
rather meek, in fact. Why, Cauvell thought,he can't even meet my eyes directly. ...

"Isyour wife—Mrs. Cauvell—at home?"

His heart jJumped alittle, but he did not hesitate. "Yes, sheis. Laurie!" he shouted, perhaps a bit too
loud. "Laurie”

She camein from the kitchen and stood next to his chair, eyeing the android suspicioudy. Too
suspicioudy, Cauvell was afraid. Would T notice and become suspicious of her suspicion?

"Please st down, Mrs. Cauvell,” Jameson said. He ad-dressed both of them then. "We are running a
survey of the neighborhood and would like to ask you both afew questions.”

They both nodded.

"T," Jameson sad.

The android's throat seemed to hum for a moment; then adeep, hoarse voice groaned from aplate in the
low-er portion of his neck.thisinterview isbeing recorded.are you aware of this, mr. and mrs. frank
cauvd|?

"Yes," they answered ceremonioudly.

all information recorded may be used in acourt of law. are you aware of this, mr. and mrs. cauvel|?

IIYSII

thisisandroid t of city divison cooperating with ingpector harold jameson. mr. cauvdl, ahdlucino-child
isaperson born of parents whose genes were atered by their use of 1sd-25. these children become
ether physical freaks or mentd fresks. do you un-derstand the use of the term hallucino-child?

IIYall

and you, mrs. cauvell?

"l do."



the physical freaks are cared for by the govern-ment. the hallucino-chtldren who are born with the
congenita defect of esp sengtivity are adanger to the state and cannot be afforded full citizenship.
be-cause of the nature of their power—which can only be studied at the critica point and which istoo
dangerous at the critica point to study—many of these mutants must be put to deep, humanely. do you
un-derstand this, mr. and mrs. cauvell?

They said that they did. Theformalitieswere over.

we have reason to beieve thereisahdlucino-child in thisvicinity. have either of you knowledge of said
person?

They said no.

did ether of you leave the house last night?

"No."

The question suddenly became very pointed.then

how did the driveway and entrance to the super-highway become cleared?

"We noticed aswe camein,” Jameson said, "that your driveway seemsto have been cleared by melting
bars."

"I went out thismorning for afew groceries,”" Cauvell answered abit too quickly.

"Y ou do your own shopping?' Jameson asked, raising his eyebrows.

"Yes" Cauvel was suddenly glad that he had never gone completely modem. Lessthan afifth of the
population did their own grocery shopping in person anymore. The banks of robot clerks that took the
orders by phone had more-or-less depersonalized food purchasing. Cauvell, however, had dways liked
to see the steak before he bought it Per-hapsit was his picky appetite.

mrs. cauvell'sfather was a college professor, t said gratingly. the college ingtructors of the sixties

and seventies were often quite liberal and as anxious astheir sudentsto experiment. mrs. cauvell, did
your father take |sd-25?

They had prepared themselves, long ago, for the possi-hility of questions like these. And they had
agreed that alittle bit of the truth would be better than acompletelie. "I believe hetried it twice with bad
experiencesboth times” Laurie said.

Cauvell was proud of her firm, unshaken answers.

he was not aregular user?

"No."

"How can you be so certain, my dear?' Jameson asked kindly.

Cauvdll redized that Jameson was anything but stupid, anything but meek. Hewas T's straight man, but



some of hisown lines hit the mark closeto center.

"My mother told me," Laurie said. "My father died when | was seven. My mother spent therest of her
lifetelling me about everything hedid. | heard dll the Sories athousand times. | couldn't forget them. He
took L SD twice and had bad trips both times."
which party do you belong to?t asked.

"The party in power for the last thirteen years. The Con-gtitutiona Tolerant Party.” Cauvell tried to force
prideinto hisvoice while he forced his gorge down.

and why did you join the party?

"Because we feared the Communist countries and real-ized the subversive trends within our own society
must stop.”

and you have seen nor heard nothing of the hal-lucino-child?

"Nothing."

was thisinterview recorded with your knowledge, mr. and mrs. cauvell?
They said it was.

The android's voice clicked off, itsthroat humming for amoment before going tomb silent. Ingpector

Jameson got to hisfeet. " Sorry to inconvenience you. It has been, apleas-sure. Thank you for
cooperating.”

"Only too happy,” Frank said.
"Hope you find the mutant,” Laurie said.

They watched through the porthole as the inspector and the android stepped into the police car and
pulled onto the highway, growing smdler, smdler, and disgppear-ing in the distance.

From the looks of the sky, it was going to snow again.

Somewhere amutated boy hid, shivering.
Some unbearable moment, his nerves split; heran.

Heran right into the arms of the android. The eyes of the metal man were jewels, even asthetearson

his own cheeks frosted into diamonds. He backed away, but there were others behind him. There was
no place to go.

He unleashed the psychic forces at them, watched them go up in flames, watched their faces melt,
watched their insides smoke.

But there were more of them. And they would not wait. Nozzles opened on their hips. Fire sprayed;



flames en-gulfed him, swallowed, digested him.

All thewhilethesnow fdll... littlewhite bullets...

"They got some poor devil," Laurie said, handing him the paper.

He looked at it, grimaced. HALLUCINO-CHILD FIGHTSIT OUT WITH POLICE. Not "fightsit out
withrobots," for that wastoo crude. That would make the entire thing seem promutant. Cauvell wagered
alive cop had not come within ahundred yards of the boy.

"It'smy fault,” Laurie said.

"That's absurd! How could it possibly be your fault?!

"We were too open. Weleft atrail or clues, at least, that made them search.”

"And it was an emergency,” heargued. "Y ou'd have blasted the both of usto kingdom comeif you had
tried to hold back that force any longer."

"Just the same, they might not have flushed the boy out if we—"
"Forget it. What'sfor supper?"
" Spaghetti.”

The next night it was pork chops. The next night, meat loaf. The night after that, he woke up to her
heavy breath-ing.

"Leurie?'

Her eyes were open. "Y es?"

"Why didn't you wake me?' He got out of bed, began to dress.

"Frank?'

"What? Hurry and get your clotheson.”

"Frank, maybeit would be alot better if | just let it kill me.”

He stopped tucking his shirt in and turned around to face her. He could see only the vague outline of her
small but womanly body outlined by the sheet, her hair like spun silk . . . He crossed to her and lifted her
head up. "What is that supposed to mean?"

Shewas crying.

"Don't you love me?" he asked.

Shetried to answer, but the words were sobs.



"Then get the hell dressed,” he said gently.

And hel€ft. In the kitchen, he took the gun from the drawer. Outside, the sky was clear; the wind was
stiff, whipping the snow into afrenzy. When he brought the car to the front door, she waswaiting.

"Where will we go?' she asked.
"Farther out than before. And we will cover well.”
Chrismas was coming.

He thought about that as he drove. He thought about parties and eggnog, church services, candleson
dtars, can-dlesin windows. He thought about Christ climbing down from his bare tree and wondered
what Ferlinghetti would have written had he lived in the present and been married to ahdlucino-child.

Far out in the country, he angled the Champion onto aside road, cruised aong it for atime, broke off
the road into awide trench that petered out into woods at a clear-ing in the center of the forest. They
were three milesfrom aroad, sheltered on al sides bytrees, exposed only direct-ly overhead where the
clearing alowed the starsto look down. When they got out, they heard the helicopter whin-ing
somewhere above them.

Then the sun came on. The copter settled into the clear-ing, its headlamps like the eyes of some
tremendous moth, itsrotors like wings.

"Frank!"

He grabbed her, pulled her back into the car, scrambled behind the whed!.

please do not attempt to escape. It Wasthe Voice of T.

He would have to reverse out of there, which would be a disastrous undertaking in this rugged terrain.

Or he would have to push through them. Jameson, T, and another android labeled JJK were crossing the
hoary field, legs frosted with snow, wegpons drawn. He rolled down the window. "What do you want?"'

"If you bought groceries that morning, Mr. Cauvell," Jameson said between breaths, "why did no grocer
with-in fifty miles have arecord of your persona purchase?’

T wastwenty feet away, directly in front of the car.

He dammed down on the accelerator, flipped the melt-ing barsto full power, felt thejolt when T went
under the whedls, as the second android was struck aglancing blow that toreitsarm off. The engine was
whining. He could not make a swift escape through the drifts, for the melting bars would not be able to
work fast enough. He wrenched the whed to the left, spun the Champion around, and shot back along
thetrail he had burned into the clearing in the first place. He passed Jameson who leaped out of hisway.
Thetwo androidswerelifeless.

"Werrefree!" he shouted excitedly.

The vibra-beam diced a neat hole through the rear win-dow and struck Laurie on thetemple. She
dumped across him, dribbling blood from oneear . ..



He could personify the moon:the moon peered down patronizingly. He could make agirl into arose:
she was a rose, soft and gentle. He could forge metaphors, hammer out smiles; he could dlocate so
much dliteration to just so many lines. But he could not stop the bleeding from her ear.

He could rise up in the morning like adragon from the sea.

With the sun over his shoulder, he could warp words to say histhoughts.
He could lie down at night, satisfied asagod must be.

But stopping the blood was beyond his powers.

She was stretched across the back seet, face up, pae and ghostly in whét little moonlight filtered through
the tinted windows. Cauvell lashed himsdf into the bucket seet, gripped the whed vicioudy. Whereto?
How long would he have until dl roads were blocked? The forest clearing was fifteen miles behind, but
the world had shrunk to the Size of an orangein recent years, and fifteen mileswas hardly the length of
one seed. Thething, perhaps, wasto find asmall town and—with the gun—force adoctor to care for
her. Hide the Champion in the doctor's garage. He turned the engine over, whedled into the twisting lane,
and spun hiswheedls over the snow.

Thin rugt trickled from her eer—liquid.

Cddwell twenty-six miles. . .

Cddwell nineteen miles. . .

He was ten milesfrom Cadwell when the helicopter flut-tered over the tree tops that sheltered much of
the road. The car was bathed in sickly yellow light. He swerved | €eft, right, darting out of the beam. But
they broadened the shaft and covered both lanes with it. Bullets cut up the pavement in front of him. One
pinged off the hood. A few vibra-beams sent little sections of the pavement boiling. Then, abruptly, there
was darkness and no helicopter.

Sowing, he rolled down the window, listened. Nowhupa-whupa of fiercely beating blades. It was gone.
It vanished; it did not smply drift away. Perhapsit had crashed. Y et there was no explosion, no crashing
sound. Herolled the window up and drove on. They had spotted him near Caldwell, and he must bypass
that town now. Forty miles away lay Steepleton.

He looked over the seat, felt his ssomach flop at the sight of her, comatose and pale-dark. He pressed
down on the accelerator.

Steepleton thirty-two miles. . .
Steepleton twenty-four miles. . .

At the boundaries of Stegpleton there was a roadblock. Seven men, seven androids. And they knew
damn well whose car was coming; they had their weaponsraised . . .

Degth is not something that creeps about in black robes, davering. Death cannot be seen . . .



It can't!

And yet hisworld was a graveyard. The moon rode high above clouds like pieces of torn shrouds
flapping madly to the tune of the windsin the dead trees. He struggled up the hill in the cold air, the
wind-born explosions of snow forcing him to squint.

"Good evening,” said the mortician.

He said good evening...

"Dust to dugt," the embalmer said from his perch atop a monument steeple.

"Ashesto ashes,”" said the sexton.

Heignored al of them. He pushed onward, toward the summit of the hill where the sepulcher bit at the
sky, a broken tooth. Somewhere amuffled drum. Somewhere apassing bell. . .

He pushed his shoulder against the stone door, felt the rusted hinges move abit, heard them squesk,
heard the rats run insde. Stepping in, the moonlight flooding in be-hind him, he advanced to the
sarcophagus. They had buried her in alimestone coffin, for that facilitated the rotting of the corpse.
Somehow, that filled him with rage. He thrust the immensaly heavy lid free, looked down at her paleface.
Gently—oh! so gently—he lifted her out, placed her upon the marble dab where no coffin yet lay.
Somewhere atolling—in rereverse; somewhere adirge is sung backwards.

And hewould sing the oration; he would make with panegyrics...

"Forthe Moon never beams without bringing me dreams
Of the beautiful Annabel Lee;

And the stars never rise but | see the bright eyes
Of the beautiful Annabel Lee;

And so, dl the night-tide, | lie down by the side

Of my darling, my darling, my lifeand my bride,
In her sepulcher there by the sea—

Inher tomb by . ."

He was three miles past Steepleton. And there were no guards...

He pulled the car off the road and sat thinking for atime. Was his mind leaving him? There had been



guards and aroadblock back there, had there not? Which was red, the police or the graveyard world?
The police, certainly. He was no E.A. Poe who dept with his dead mistress. Besides, his mistress was
not dead. He turned to look at her. Her face had become wrinkled asif shewerein pain. He caled her
name. For abrief second, he thought she answered. But her lips had not moved. He turned back and
faced front. It was ten milesto Kingsmir. What would happen there? Would the graveyard delusion
come back? Would there be further oddities? He suddenly remembered the disappearance of the
helicopter and shuddered. Pulling back onto theroad ...

.. .He woke and kissed her on the neck.

Her black-black hair spilled down her bare shoulders, over her bare breasts, curled under her pink ears

She kissed him back...
And then shewaslyingin alimestone casket . . . Thenwarm and dive. . . then cold and rotting... A
helicopter fluttered again ... Ahelicopter blinked out of exist-ence in a world where men had

suddenly never learned to fly . . . Then it was back again, chasing after quarry that had gone long
ago when the world had been different for a few moments...

Tombstones...

Blink!

A warm bed, warm bodies...
Blink!

Blink! Blink!

He woke up two miles closer to Kingsmir. And he knew! He pulled the Champion onto the berm and
crawled be-tween the bucket seats to where she lay. He ran hisfin-gers over her face, trailed them under
her chin, fet the blood pulsing in her neck. Laurie was changing redlity! Somehow, comatose as shewas,
the psychic powers were sphoning themsalves off instead of exploding violently. They were under
control! And they were not merely pow-ers of tel eportation and mind reading; they were powers that
could change the basic fiber of the universe. He had thought he imagined her answering him awhile back;
now he knew shehad answered. There had been no need of lips.

"Laurie, can you hear me?'
There was the distant answer that he had to strain to hear.

"Laurie, you heard the helicopter, sensed the guards and the roadblock. And you changed redlity for a
while until the car—moving independent of both worl ds—had passed the trouble spot. 1sn't that what you
did, Laurie?"

A distant yes.



"Listen, Laurie. The graveyard isal wrong. Poetic as hell, but wrong. The other one. The one wherewe
arein bed, Laurie." He stroked her chin. He kissed her lips and urged her to concentrate. He heard the
srenson theroad and talked faster . . .

Hetaked of aworld where there had never been halu-cino-children. He spoke of aworld where dll
were nor-md ...

He woke before she did and lay listening to the rasping of her breath: seafoam whispering over jagged
rocks. It would get worse before she woke.

The view from the window was pleasant. It had been snowing since suppertime. Beyond the hoary
willow tree lay the highway, ablack dash in the calcimined won-derland. They were plowing the road,

for the hesting coils had broken down again. Somehow, hefdt that he had seenit dl before. Everything
was like an echo being re-lived.

"Glittering dreamsfluttering flaked
float softly downward
while snow priests prepare

for fary caotillions.."

He was not sure whether that was senseless or not. And even the poem seemed naggling familiar. He
repeated it Softly.

"Frank?' shesad.

"l know."

"Soon."

"I'll pull the car out of the garage.”

"The snow—"

"They seem to have it under control,” he said, feding asif he had said the same thing once before.

"I loveyou," she said as he went through the doorway into the shadow-filled living room. That dways
sent shiversthrough him—that face, that voice, those words. The shiver continued, however, rippling
over his spine, quaking across his forehead, spreading to nearly every nervein hisbody. What was he
frightened of ? And what was thisfeding of familiarity al about? He was more than normdly afraid for

Laurie. After dl, shewas only pregnant. Suddenly, he hoped to hell it would be agirl. And then the
shivers were gone as he rushed for the car. He was warm, the world was wonderful, and there was no



longer asense of familiarity. Suddenly things were very much different and very new indeed.

DRAGON IN THE LAND

There has been agreat ded of talk about McLuhanism, Marshal McL uhan's philosophies on our eectric
world of superfast communications. McLuhan sayswe are dl draw-ing the world tighter and tighter
together into aGloba Village, and that when mankind isthat close, war will gradually disappear. "Dragon
inthe Land," directly ex-trapolatesfrom that thesis. Herein isthefind war. And when enemies
meet—one in defeet, the other in triumph—and find, perhaps grudgingly, that the Globa Village concept
and the war have made them brothers, they find that car-ing for someone not of your fatherland requires
no more effort than loving your own father. | think thereisadragon in theland of our own time, of the
here and now. It seemsto be the dragon of peace, agood beast, and it iswinning friends and influencing
more people every day. This story brought me over thirty letters from fans so far, and it is good to know
there are people willing to take the time to Sit down and write and say, "Peace." Another story of mine
cdled "Muse" has garnered forty-five lettersto date, and it concerns the sameidea, namely that al
men—indeed, dl living creatures—are linked in the scheme of thingsand are, in asense, brothers. And
people are banning together to protest industrid plants being built in places where there was once natura
beauty . . . And left-wingers and right-wingers are fighting pollution with agrowing vehemence. . . And a
former Commandant of the Marines goes on speaking tours againgt the Vietnamese war where we kill
each other without knowing why . . . Sometimes| think it paysto be an optimist...

weinvaded Mother Chinaand no onetried to stop us. The government had collapsed six days before,
and the Chief of Staff of what remained of the hungry, ragtag Chi-nese People's Army had requested our
immediate assstance. Still, when the destroyer Barbara Dee wallowed to afull stop off the coast of
Luichow Peninsulain the South China Sea, every gun was trained on the shore. And every man in those



firgt landing craft unsnapped his holster. After al, wewere landing in Chinal We had been asked to ball
them out. And, indirectly, to bail ourselvesout too. . . .

Since the foolproof Nuclear Shields, conventiond war-fare had evaporated. This did not mean an end to
war—just an end to War-as-We-Knew-It. After the pacification of the angry atom: germ warfare. Inthe
forty-one years since the end of the atom-age war threst, both ideological camps had made great
advancesin this new form of com-bat. The gamewent on ...

The game of killing. Asthe landing craft surged toward the shore, | thought of my father—my dead
father.

The Chinese were more skilled at virus development, as even the Freeworld Propaganda Bureau
reluctantly admitted. Fortunately weled the field in Analyss and Immuniza-tion. IBM and Rand had
designed the equipment my A& team used. It was every bit asincredible as the Chinese production

capabilities.
We hoped it wouldn't fail us now.

What little we knew of the chaos on the Chinese main-land didn't help our spiritsany. Dr. Lin Chi's pet
secret project had gotten out of hand a Y angchun Laboratories. The staff had perished, even asiit fled.
Dr. Lin Chi had lived long enough to reach adestruct lever, blasting the [abs to rubble. But the disease
gpread, now claiming victims as far west as Homdin, Burma, and asfar east as Shanghai. The Chinese
philosophy on A& | had dways been: Don't waste money on cures; spend it on weapons. We can
afford to lose some people. That was backfiring now.

In one week, the death toll spirded toward five million. The Chinese A& couldn't handleit. On the
morning of the twelfth day, eeven million dead, the government fell. On the afternoon of the fifteenth day,
the Chief of Staff formally surrendered, then asked for help.

Open hands. No guns.

| was the first American to touch foot on conquered China. How to tell what it was like? Not patriotic
fervor, cer-tainly. Morerdief. Relief that, if thisdisease didn't loll usdl, the world was finaly united under
Russo-American control. War was dead. Asdead asLin Chi. Asdead as my father. Diseasein China.a
dragon in theland of drag-ons, asThe New fork Times had uncharacteristically blurbed it If we could
just get the dragon to eat itsown tail . . . Anyway, | stepped onto the dushy sand, my holster still open,
and marched up the beach toward the rickety docks of Chankiang.

The mayor of Chankiang was waiting with a squad of raggedy, mismatched police who weretrying
desperately to hold ahuge crowd at bay. "1 am Pin Shukon,” he said. He spoke perfect' British English.
Hewas portly, Buddha-like, alittle man with a Mandarin moustache greased to single-hair points.

"I am honored to make your acquaintance,” | said, try-ing to maintain the best possible Chinese tona
form| could.

"Perhaps we should speak in English,” he said.
"My Chinese—"

"Isatrocious. However, it isadifficult language." Therewas an indescribable qudlity of hatred in his
voice. Hatred with anote of resgnation so Orientdl in nature that the hate seemed athing ceremonia and



of no red significance.

The other thirty technicians of the A& I team and Orga-tany, my assistant, had come up behind.

"I see you come well supported,” Shukon said thinly.

| saw that hiswhite frock-shirt was stained with sweat, dirty. For thefirst time, | saw thefatiguein his
eyes, the sharp wrinkles of exhaustion around them. He had been awake—but for short ngps—since the
disease had struck hisvillage.

"Thisismy A&I team. No soldiers. We took General Soro at hisword.”

"Therewill be soldiers." Helooked to the destroyer and the dropping troop transports.

"l suppose.” | refused to follow hisgaze. "But I'm amedica man."

"Thegun?'

His eyes shifted to my unsnapped holster. | opened my mouth to protest, closed it. | snapped the holster
shut.

"Thisway, gentlemen. Thetraniswaiting.”
| turned to my men. There wasagood deal of shoving and grunting and unnice exclamation until the air
cushions benegth the nine computer units could be adjusted to move the heavy things up the datted ramp

and across the gaping holes of the dock toward the train that would take us the 120 milesto Y angchun.

"Y ou have arecent victim?' | asked Shukon, as we squeezed between the police and the mob that lined
the dock.

"About four hundred and thirty have died within the last twenty-four hours. Y ou may have your choice."
Somehow, he made mefed like abutcher at awhole-sale mest auction. "Just the most recent,” | said.
An old woman broke through the police, threw hersdlf in front of us, babbling swiftly in Chinese. | hoped
the rest of the crowd didn't realize how little control the police really had over them. | looked protectively
back to our Duo-component anayzer, confirmed its safety. Shukon gent-ly lifted the old woman and led
her behind the police. "Her son,” he said when he returned. " She wants you to cure him. She thinks you
canwork miracles”

"Wejust about can.” | fdt | had to be defensive with him.

"Not miraclesaslarge asthat. He died yesterday.”

Mentally, | repeated the Hippocratic oath.

At the end of the dock, stepsled down to a concrete loading zone, crammed with more people. The
train lay ahundred yards away, ablack snake. The crowds surged, straining the police barricade. |
wished the president had sent the troops first and to hell with the goodwill bit.

Shukon moved first, snapping ordersto police and civilians. The people, wild, seemed not to redlize that



we could not cure them until we had reached Y angchun, searched the ruins, come up with some clues. A
boy, perhaps fifteen, crawled between policemen'slegs, grabbed my ankles. Shukon—gentle
Shukon—whirled and drove afoot into the boy's side. Drowned by the roar, there was afaint crunch of
breaking ribs. The mayor brought the same foot down on fingers that convulsed like frightened worms.

The boy screamed, blood black under hisfingernails, red on his hands.

"Thewomen," Shukon hissed, "are understood. Y ou are aman!™ Then he hurried ahead, leaving me no
course but to follow. We boarded the train without further incident, though | was beginning to be
impressed with the stoicd little mayor.

Two of Shukon's henchmen brought abody aboard, dropped it in the first seat of thefirst car. After a
few strong words about sanitary precautions, we sprayed the adjoining floor, wall, window, unbolted the
Seat and tossed it out. The victim, we encased in blown plastic.

"Antiseptics hardly seem to work," Shukon said. "Wevetried.”

The sampletray of the specimen analyzer swallowed the corpse, plastic coating and dll ...

Fifty miles aong the track, Orgatany wobbled back through the aide, black face gleaming with
perspiration, looking dmost as young as he had when | saved hislife during the South African rebdlion
againgt U.N. control. He had been abrilliant but uneducated boy then. Now he was a doctor, and a
good one. "Walt, we got the final andysisreport.”

llAml?l

He dumped into the opposite seat. Y ou wont likeit"

"“Try me”

"The Duo says hedidn't die of any disease.”

| turned angrily to Shukon.

Sincereface, surprised look ... "'l assure you—"

"What did hedie of, Bill?"

"Nothing."

"What?'

Thelowlands of Chinaflashed by the window.

"The Duo says. 'no discernible affliction of any nature whatsoever.' That means nothing.”

" Something iswrong with the Duo."

Fear of fears, our God hasdied. . .

Orgatany shifted hisweight. "We checked that firgt thing, Wat. We used one unit to check its mate, then



reversed it. Then, unlikely asit may be, we thought maybe both halves were out. We used one of the
other unitsto check the Duo. Everything istiptop, greet, fine, perfect. And maddening.”

"Wetoo found thisastumbling block," Shukon said. "We have not your advanced facilities, but we
found no symptoms before the disease struck, no traces afterward. The victim is hedthy one minute,
dead the next. | would say thisis Dr. Lin Chi's grestest discovery.”

"Fine!" | snapped. "It just might be so damned perfect that it killsusal!”

"If we could get another victim," Orgatany said, "we could find a pattern, no matter how minute."

"You tried multiple analysis?' | asked Shukon.

He nodded.

"WEell try it anyway. When we reach Y angchun, well secure two more specimens.”

But we got two more specimens before we were haf-way there.

Eight milesfarther, thetrain was hated by alarge weighted drum lying on the tracks. And by fifty
horsemen with carbines. There were sixty-five horsemen in al—fifteen dead, strapped across their
saddles. Even roaming barbari-ansfelt the needle plunge of the plague's hypodermic. Thefifty horsemen
fanned out in an arc in front of the loco-motive, guns trained on windows and roofs.

| had thirty-two untrained fighters, medica men. Shukon refused to have his henchmen fire on their
countrymen. We could only negotiate. With anumber of viciousindictments, | forced Shukon into the

locomotive where we crouched behind ametal baffle, watching the horsemen, only our headsvisible.

"What do you want?' | called in Chinese. | hoped they had not wandereddown from the northern
provinces and did not understand the only diaect | spoke.

"You arethe Americans,” the chief of the horsemen said. It was not a question.
"Wes"

"Wewant you."

"Political conservatives, opposed to surrender,” Shukon said, eyes on the horseman.
"Tel themto moveon.”

"Youtdl them. You arein charge.

"Off the train!" the horseman shouted.

"Dammit, Shukon, tell them!"

"Am | to understand you are unable to cope—"

| swung, connected afist with his mouth. He wobbled, surprised. He lost baance, fell from haunchesto
behind. Blood trickled down his chin. Vomit tingled the back of my throat. Physician what have you



done? Father, father, therewasa need . .. "Tdl them," | choked. "Make adeal. Do something, for
God's sake!"

"If | offend your sengihilities, | will take my men and leave, claiming we were held prisoner.” He refused,
damn him, to wipe the blood from hisface. It trickled down his neck now.

"L ook, Shukon, your people asked for our help. Now, if you don't really want it, I'm prepared to send
these men back and to recommend to the president that we concen-trate on bolstering the West against
the disease and stop our efforts here. Before you answer, think of the old wom-an on the dock. For that
meatter, think of the boy."

For along moment, our eyes met. He tested the ire boiling in my eyes, | tried to investigate his. Hiswere
inscrutable. Mine must have been too, for he didn't see the physician's heart that couldn't walk away from
sckness. Findly, h« pushed up, very dignified and faced the bearded horse-man. They spoke so fluently
that my limited Chinese was usdless.

A moment later, the barbarian chieftain directed two of hismen to unstrap and hand over two bodies.
We sprayed them with plastic. | was determined to keep the bacteria contained—even if there were no
bacteria

"| told them,” Shukon said, "that you would bring their men back to lifeif they showed their intention of
letting us pass”

"But | can't do that!"

"They don't know that."

"They damn soon will!"

"Becam. They are moving the barrd.”

The chief horseman, afierce-looking man, dropped off his mount and, clutching therifle, reached for the
railling to push himself onto the first step. The barrd rolled away, clattering. . .

Abruptly, agun dipped magicaly from Shukon'sdeeve. It spat afiretooth that lodged in the horseman's
chest. Blood spread across the man's jacket, spotted the tea-col-ored vest. He hung there, looking
surprised. Shukon shot again. Blood spewed out of the horseman's mouth, and he fell backward onto the
dry, dry earth.

"Move quickly! Shukon snapped at the engineer.

Thetrain lurched, shot forward. The other horsemen, delayed by confusion and surprise, took too much
time mounting their shied horses. Thetrain left them behind without revenge.

"Y ou have your two samples," Shukon said. "Shdl we go indde?’

I'mamedica man. Sure, A& ispart of the war effort, our defense system. But chiefly, | want to cure. |
kept tell-ing myself this aswe moved deeper into Mother China. | get it from my father, | guess. He
developed the BTRR tech-nique that won him the Nobel Prize. | remember when the story was blurbed



onTime's cover. brain tissue replace-ment and repair technique: bronson wins nobel the banner read,
breaking the familiar red border of the cover. The old man didn't get around to reading it until five months
later. He was too busy working on something to "help those poor damn cancer patients.” He never lived
to prove that cancer was amalfunction of a segment of the midbrain and directly connected to
psychosomatic ori-gins. But someone el se did, working from his notes. Like him, I'm amedicd man.
Sometimes, | think | put myself in great danger just to prove I'm like him. Back then, how-ever, | didn't
yet understand the guilt that drivesme.

Nervoudly, | flicked through the Duo's two-page sum-maries. Nothing on either horseman. They died of
nathing.

"What next?' Orgatany asked. "The men are nervous.”

Therewas only onething | could think of, aphrase| tried never to use: "Tell them weve beenin trouble
be-fore and lived throughit.”

"But we were dways able to isol ate the bacteria before. We were dways quickly immunized. Now we
can't even find the goddamned germ!™

"You sound asscared as| am,” | said, rubbing the pain throbbing behind my ears.

He grinned, in resignation more than amusement. "Hell." He stood and plunged back toward the cars
where the team worked. He would hold up, | knew. He was a damn good boy . . .

"Yangchun," Shukon said, pointing through the window.

All dong the tracks, crowds pressed to the edge of the ramp, straining at therailsamost asif—smply
by touching —they could be hedled.

"|sthere any way we can keep from detraining here?' | asked Shukon, not wishing to fight another
crowd who would crush uswith love. "There should have been aspur lineto anindallation aslarge as
LinChi's"

"l believe therewas."

"Would you inform the engineer that we would like to be taken directly to the [abs then?!

"It will take what you call—string-pulling.”

"Jugt don't tangle any.”

Fighting the lurching train, he made hisway to the lo-comoative.

Fifteen minutes later, we were stopped a thousand yards from the ruins of the Lin Chi'slaboratories.
Hereit wasthat the good doctor had invented the disease that gobbled him up. Alwaysadanger in germ
warfare. A caredlessmove. A vid isbroken. Contamination spreads. In this case, it was something that
spread too fast. Apparently, Lin Chi had not found an antitoxin yet. There was nothing left but to fuse the

buildingsin anuclear blast before the wind could. ...

But thewind had . ..



"Dr. Bronson," Orgatany said, tapping me on the shoulder.

| looked up.

"It's Jenners. The Duo mechanic's assistant. He's dead.”

Thecover of Time....
OfTime...

Of time. ..

Jenners was mogt assuredly dead. Dead of nothing. And it certainly wasn't old age at thirty-one. Organs

don't wear out that fast. Unlessyou're aLord Byron. Jennerswasn't. Lin Chi's disease had gotten him,
and it might get therest of usat any time.

"Get measuit, Bill," | said. "I'm going into the |abs."

"Y ou're the captain of thisteam. Send someoneese. I'll go."
"Likehdl."

"A captain—"

"Thisisn't anineteenth-century sailing vessd, Bill. I'm afigurehead captain. Y ou could do my job aswell.
Y ou know that. Now, can the corn and get me a suit.”

He hurried away, biting hislower lip. Too servileyet. Too many memories of South Africabefore

liberation. Then| fet rather idiotic for indulging in character andysiswhen Degath lurked in every dark
corner.

Then: "I'm going with you," Shukon said.
Then: "Mayor, I—"
And: "It isnot ameatter of curiogty. Thisisadiplomatic condition.”

Me: "There are troops on the way—"

Him: "Y ou areamedica man, remember? Besides, it will take sometime for troopsto reach here. |
know you wish not to delay.”

Withasgh: "I won't desecrate any shrines or—"
Staunchly: "With meor not at dl." Hiseyeswere cool. Very cool. Too damned cool.
| sighed again. There was my duty as aphysician. Shu-kon, untrained for this sort of search, would

hinder me. Hippocratic oath riding my nostrils with stirrups of sanctity, | should have told him to ram it
and then gone alone. However, | was aso adiplomat here. Diplomacy, one hears, isascience. But it



does not have that volume of knowledge upon which to build abase. | felt uneasy withit.
"With me?' he asked again.

"Withyou."

See me: doctor, diplomat—dramatic actor . ..

Fifteen minutes|later, insulated againgt Lin Chi's bugs, we stepped onto the tarmac that ringed the ruined
com-plex, stepped over rubble and around turned-over, crushed vehicles. The blast had smashed things
likethefirst of an angry god but had not stopped the bacteria. We checked for radioactivity, found it
tolerable, and moved on.

We stood expectant at the edge of the pit. Rubble lay packed from wall to wal, torn with channels that
were some-times deadends, other times seemed to go down and down and down for eternity. "Y ou had
better wait here," | said.

"With me" he sad. Hisvoice was abit metdlic through the suitphone.

We stepped onto the once-molten dag of the ruins, worm-ing toward a particularly large hole fifty feet
out. When wereached it, | shined my flashlight into it. There were many angles, but part of the main drop
wasawaysin sight. | thought | detected some glittering bluetile about eighty feet down, but I could not
be certain in the confusing webs of shadows and semi-darks. "Follow," | said, "but not so close you
could bresk my neck too if you fell."

Using arms, legs, shoulders, and buttocks to brace our-selves, we moved down. Now and again, a
recognizable piece of rubblejutted from the bubbled, rugged wall. A broken beam, the back of what had
once been alounge chair, a specimen freezer door, an oddly perfect piece of windowglass. . . But for
the most part, the blast had fused everything into an amalgam of sameness, relieved only by the varying

juxtaposition of dag layer to dag layer.

Fifty feet down, the way widened to four timesits previous expanse, and we had to go to traditional
mountain-climbing procedures. | clung to the right wall, working precarioudy down the rubble, fingers
and toes gripped inimpossibly smal crevices. So, hanging like a nervous spider, | heard the crunch of
breskage, and watched as Shukon plunged pagt, kicking wildly, pulling twenty pounds of dag with him ...
Time...

Time was afrozen corpse, mouth open. ..

There was a scream from below. 1t was the first sgn Shukon had given that he was human. In fear of
Degth, dl mouthsform the same.

| clung to the rocks, desperate asthey shivered, jelly-like, with the resettling of the dag. When the earth
quieted, there was nothing but slencethat clung to thewdlslike an ail film.

"Shukon?"
Silence.

"Shukon?"



Walls, walls, darkness. . .

"Shukon!"

| felt the blast of my own words, redized | was scream-ing. No timeto get hysterical. And why hysteria
over aratty little mayor? Why over him? Because he was something like my ... | clamped my teeth
together, found more handholds, started down.

Thirty feet farther down, | found him on aledge, one arm tucked under him, the hand regppearing a an
unnatu-ra angle. The Life Systemsbox on his chest showed him to bein good condition, though
unconscious. Still, beneath that heavy, cushioning, germ-impregnable suit, there might be broken bones|
couldn't fed. | prepared a hypodermic of stimulants, punched it through the rubberized, self-sed-ing skin

of the suit, Sraight into (I hoped) avein that (hopefully) would be directly beneath the thin blueline
marking it on the exterior of the suit. (Luckily) it was. A few moments later, he opened hiseyes.

"Y ou're okay—if nothing is broken."
He struggled, sat up, his eyes bloodshot behind the faceplate.
"Isanything broken?" | ingsted.
"Fingars”
"How many?
"Two."
"Wl take you up.”
"No." Even bloodshot, the eyes were cool.
"Y ou can't climb with broken fingers. I'll radio for help.”
"1 go," he snapped.
" Shukon—"
His good hand had gone for hisgun. "I'll kill you if you try to send me back."
"That'sinsanity."
He waved the barrel, stared me down. "Y ou decide.”

| stepped back, swung onto the wall, shaking. "Come on then, you determined fool. We haven't timeto
argue.”

As| moved, | heard grunting and what seemed to be the beginnings of moans. But he choked the moans
off short, held them between his teeth and bit them to death. When | dowed the pace for him, he pushed
me hard to move fagter. So | did. And, somehow, he kept up.



Eighty-seven feet down, we came upon the glittering bluetile. It wasirradiated, sparkling slver a the
edges. Stll, thiswas more likeit. Suddenly the rubble was not unidentifiable dag, but recognizable
objects crushed and pressure-welded. Fifteen feet |ater, we came through the ceiling of alow corridor
that was il pretty much intact.

| dropped to the floor. Shukon followed, cradling his wounded hand in the other. | pretended not to
notice. | set out down the corridor, searching for significant door labels, for aroom that might contain

records. We had been searching less than ten minutes when my suitphone buzzed with acal from the
train. | flipped the toggle on my chest pack. "Bill?"

"Walt, where are you?"'

"We're through. We may have luck soon."

"Y ou better. We have seven dead now."

"Seven?'

"It's catching on with a vengeance. Thought you'd want to know."

"Yegh. Yeah, thanks, Bill."

The voice was gone.

Eleven agonizing minutes | ater, we found the records room. Had we been gnomes, we would have
danced. Rather, | would have. Shukon would have made avery depressing gnome. Too stoic. So much
like... I hurried through the file drawers, searching. There was no project name to look for, no date when
the research might have started. But | did know that the disease gave no symptoms, and | flipped through
thefolders, looking for pages of symptoms. And | found it. In Chinese charactersin folder 2323222.

symptoms. none.

| was ready to dance, gnome or no gnome, when the celling cracked and dumped rocks on uswith a
thick dusty growl. . .

Therewasdirt on my faceplate. | wiped it off. Therewas aso apainin my side, dull, that would not
wipe away. A broken rib? Only cracked? | tried to move, found | was pinned by rocks. Carefully, |
tensed, pain lashing sharply through my chest, and shoved out from beneathiit.

There was absolutely no light. | could hear something. What? A hissing. It was Shukon trying not to
moan. "Whereareyou?' | cdled.

"Never ... mind."

"Il dig you out."

"My am...isbroken. My ... leftleg. .. ads0."
"Il carry you'"

"You...haveno...time"



| fumbled with my headlamp, found it had been knocked off but not broken. | screwed it tight in the
socket, flipped it on. Therewasaglint of plastiglass faceplatein the swirling dust cloud. Overhead, the
ruins screeched, groaned. Screeched like agull My father had taken me to the sea once, had sat with me
on the moss-edged rocks, had shown methegulls.. .

"Leaveme," Shukon croaked.

| struggled over the rubble, began tossing stones off him, adrenaline amost pumping out my ears. He
was right: broken leg. Smashed would have been a better word. The suit was ruptured above the knee,
the bones splaying out of it, blood mingling with the dust and forming athick black glue. The sdlf-sedling

rubber had formed a tourniquet to stop the worst of the flow. Bracing afoot against hisgood leg,
grabbing hisarm, | started to hoist him onto my shoulders.

Then he struck me. Some impossible way, he siwung his broken arm. It smashed against my faceplate,
smearing blood over it. | staggered back, dropping hisarm. | wiped the blood off my helmet, saw that he
held agunon me.

"You...can't possbly get me. .. out of here. Let ushaveno ... histrionics. Take the papersand . ..
leave™

| started to answer, was interrupted by the buzz of the phone My head was swirling toward hysteria. |
couldn't leave him thereto die. Not again. Not fail again . . . The phone buzzed. "What isit, Orgatany?"

"ThisisEvret. Orgatany isdead."

Son, son, son,must there be darkness now?
"Dammit, let metak to Bill!"

"He's dead, doctor. He died ten minutes ago.”

An untruth, | thought. Must be an untruth, | thought. In truth, | did not think. "Evret, cut the bullshit! |
haveto tak with Bill. Let metalk to Bill. Bill. Bill, damn you to helI!"

"Shut up!" Shukon shouted with more energy than he could possibly have had.
| turned. Therewas still Shukon. Bill was gone, but there was still Shukon. Therewasill ...
"Grow up, doctor!" Shukon snapped. "Give him theinformation!”

My head spun madly merry-go-round in the light-flash of memories. | fumbled the papers out, laid them
on therubble. | fought to steady the world in its dance. The world was so damnably big! The records
said things about the brain. But | wanted agenera synopsis. There would have to be agenerd synopsis,
something Lin Chi could show to visiting party dignitaries. . . Time covers, yellowed and cracking with
age, swirled like leaves down the canyons of recollection.. .. Then | had it! "Evret?"

IIIIm he.e-ll

"The virus settlesin the mid-brain through the blood-stream. It only takes asingle virus. One organism,
Evret. Once settled, it releases minute quantities of toxin. But the toxin is not poisonous, for that would be
traceable. It ismerely asedative. It putsthe brain-stem to deep. It smply paralyzesthat area of the brain



that contrals circulatory, digestive, respiratory systems. It wears off in minutes, but by then thevictimis
dead."

"Isthereatoxin formula?' Evret asked, excited.

I reed it to him. "Tdl Bill," | said. Up-down-up-down the old, old, old, old merry-go-round.
"But Bill is—"

“Tel him!" | roared.

"Yes, gr." Hesigned off.

"Now will you come with me?" | asked Shukon.

He holstered thegun. "You.. . . won't leave without me. | seethat.”

| got him onto my shoulders, and started for the door.” The rubble was like marbles beneath my feet.
Past and present fled through my mind in cat-dog chase, tail-for-tail and teeth-for-teeth and foam about
the edges of my thoughts. . .

The halway was now blocked in the direction we had come. | turned the other way. There had to be
more exits. Intime, we came across afissurein thewall that danted up. Dimly, far avay, therewasa
white haze. | started up the dight incline, Sukon hissing histeeth, still refusing to groan.

Forty feet into the wall, the pathway broke and swept vertical. My head pounded. There was blood all
over me— Shukon'sblood. "Hold on,” | said. "I'll need both handsfor climbing.” | started up.

My chest was &fire, and the flames |leaked up through my neck to play tag behind my eyes, incidentaly
setting fireto my brain too.

On the merry-go-round of recollection, one horse/fmemory after another fled past the ticket taker, diding
up and down on brass poles. There was my father, lying on awhite bed in awhite room, hisface and
hands snow carvings. For amoment, he faded and became a spunky little Ori-ental mayor who cared
desperately for the lives and pride of his people. Then he was my father again, dying from the new
Chinese variation of smallpox. White, he was, white. . . Horse up, horse down . . . Then there was
mysdlf, telling my father that my A& team would find the anti-toxin for the pox. Then | wastelling the
samething to amayor in another time about another disease. Then again it was my father, and | was
telling him not to worry. Teling him, tdling him . . . Horse up, horsedown. . . My father lay in the white
bed, facetoo white. My father, dead nine minutes before the Duo had come up with the answer. White
room, white bed, white father-corpse, and aview of stark and total whiteness from the hospital window
tothelawn. ..

My head spun with the old scenes. The wall before me flashed between them. My lungs ached, and
breath was a stonein my chest. My fingers dipped, and | clutched, bal-ancing on my toes.

Shukon'sarm struck my side. | howled in pain. "What isit?" he croaked.
"Nothing.” | caught the rock, shoved upward.

"You arehurt."



"A rib. Nothing—"

My fingers scraped across rock, tore suit and flesh. Pain stabbed up my arms, but | clutched and held
on.

A third of theway up, | pulled onto aledge that gave step to a shelf dashing seventy feet into the rubble.
| stretched Shukon out, sat rubbing muscles and sucking in air. "Well rest here. We're going to make it
eadly." It was someone e se talking, or—perhaps—some liberated fragment of mysdif.

"Youll makeit," hesaid. "Not. . . me."

| turned. The gun was pointed right between my eyes. "'Put that down, for chrissakes!"
"Y ou won't make it with me. Well both die anyway. My people need you."

"Dont bedlly. Givemetha."

The rubble whined, settled. | took a step toward him. He shot me.

| stumbled back, clutching my side. It was the barest possible of wounds, asear, redly. The bullet had
done no damage. What little pain it had caused was directly over my brokenrib. | had not suspected he
was an expert shot.

"I am happy,” he said. "Death can be viewed as abless-ing. Y ou should think more—you
Westerners—like we Ori-entals. Acceptance, Dr. Bronson. Acceptance isthe key to existence. You
have, | know, not learned that yet. It will take you sometime. But you must, Dr. Bronson, learn that."

Then he did something | shall never forget, something that has hung with me burning sarlike forever. He
turned the barrel of the gun on his own chest and blew his heart out. Blood fountained up. Flesh tore and
flung itsdlf free from hisbody.Acceptance ...

"Father!" | shouted, clenching hislifeless shoulders. Horses blended together on the carousd . . . Hewas
ashen, hisface very white behind the faceplate.

"You cant leaveme. It isn't far. It was so close! Father, damn you, father!”

My mind merry-go-rounded madly, madly. My mind gave key to my heart, brimmed my eyes. |
smashed my hands on the rocks, smashed and smashed to change what could not be changed. | stuffed
my hands(white-white) into the gaping wound(white-white) in his chest, asif the blood could restore
me, could reverse my life and take me back in time and make me whole again. | wanted to cure, father.
Redly. I'm inthe military, but theindividud still metters! Redlly, father! | didn't want to be late, father!
Redly(white-white) !

But much later, when the blood had coagulated and dried upon my hands, | started climbing again—for
Time—rigid Time—isbut aone-way strest.



TOBEHOLD THE SUN

| am probably the only living writer who can say he collaborated with the justly famed Isaac ASmov on
the second story | ever sold. Admittedly, | am Stretching things abit, but it wasthisway: | sent"To
Behold the Sun" to Ed Ferman at F& SF, and received it back with a note saying the story needed some
scientific rationalization for the trip to the sun which isthe center of the plot. Thisisthe only time Mr.
Ferman ever asked meto rewrite, and even then he enclosed two paragraphs of scientific ra-tiondization
which he had garnered from | saac who was giving them to me to usein the story. The rationaization
amounted to perhaps a hundred words, and | dipped it al in without disrupting more than two pages of
the origind draft. Ed bought the story and published it. When | met I saac at the Philcon (asciencefiction
fan convention in Philadelphia) this past November, | reminded him of the fact we had collaborated and,
jokingly, offered him aquar-ter for his share of the work. He smiled that Slavic yet somehow gnomish
smileand said, "If you don't mind, 1'd rather just kiss your wife." Whereupon hetook Gerdain the
famous Asmov arms and kissed her with the famous Asmov lips. Isaac, that isthelast time | will ever
collabo-rate with you—and you can forget the quarter, because | have already spent it!

what would it belike

to step quickly

into theroaring

of thesun

and walk down its streets

of golden apples

and shapeless streetlamps. ..

Amishi,Sar Dreams

"becauseit'sthere," | said.

There was an appreciative murmur of laughter from the press. The twinkling lens of NBTri-D seemed
likejeweded eyes of mythica dragons.



Bacon of theTimes raised his hand and waved.

| suppressed an urge to wave back. "Mr. Bacon?"

"Exactly how many dayswill thetrip require?"

"l believe the answer to that can be found on the data sheet that Space Cent handed out a half an hour

ago." Twenty-four going and twenty-four coming home—x-plus days there. What we found would
dictate the length of our fiery vist.

There was awaving of hands. Again the slly urge. | fought another urge to scream. Insteed, | said,
"Time," risng and moving away from behind the small desk.

Unasked questions burgt forth from adozen lips asif they had suddenly acquired alife of their own and
refused to be restrained by lips and teeth and gum. " Sorry, sorry,”" | shook my head, exiting from the
conference chamber viaa small door at the rear of the stage.

Krison waswaiting in the hdlway.

"Fine" hesad.

Krison dways sad, "Fine—but—"

"But," he said on schedule, " perhaps you shouldn't have been so abrupt, so—well, antisocid.”

"| can afford to be," | snapped.

"But the project can't. We at Space Cent get our funds from Congress, and Congress, in turn, getsits
funds from the public. Tell them what they want to know. Straight off the proverbid shoulder, tell them
that unmanned probes have discovered as much as possible. Tell them that men must now go in aheavily
armored ship to study surface turbulence at close quarters. Tell them about solar flares and solar wind
and about how we must know these things before safe space travel is made cheap and easy. But for
God's sake, don't brush off the people!™

"My jobisn't public relations. | promised to cybernet the ship to and from—not to answer alot of foolish
questions.”

"If you didn't want to be the center of public interest,” he said with amoronic grin, "you shouldn't have
had an affair with Mandy Morain."

"Itisnt anaffair,” | snorted and walked even faster to-ward the door at the end of the hal, beyond
which rested my hovercar.

He paced me. "Remember, tomorrow starts afour week period of training, exhaustive runs. Mandy.
Morain will be out of the schedulefor awhile"

"Yes, coach. | know therules." | dammed the door as quickly as| opened it. But it only hummed shut
softly, and | could feel hisgrin on my back. Bruce Krison was the ultimate pest—a perfectionist.

It wasraining amisty, cold sort of rain. It nibbled at my bone marrow. The temperature insgde the
hovercar, a Cham-pion, was a comfortable seventy-four, so | took off my coat, loosened my tie, and



settled back in the seat. There was a iff pain in my neck. | needed relaxation, but there was no placein
particular | cared to relaxat. The barswould be crowded since the offices closed within the hour, and
crowds weren't much to my liking. I thumbed the city-oriented group of mapsinto the car's "brain” and
punched several random coordinates. Closing my heavy eyes, | set-tled back to rest with the soft moan
of rushing wind blow-ing under therising craft. ..

"No" shesaid. "God, God,no."

He coughed blood and stared at it lying in ablack pool.

Hisleg seemed pinned benesth the rubble, but when helooked, it wasn't. It was smply turning dightly
blue, stream+-ing blood where he could see the skin through torn trouser leg. Slowly, he became aware of
her soft moaning, mixed now and then with athick, gurgling noise.

Explosion!

There were other sounds around him. Now and then achunk of plaster fell with acrash. Thewhine of
white meta cooling to red was the screeching of wild animasin his brain. Steam hissed. There were
other moansin the distance, and the sounds of srens seeped through the wetts of flames.

"Marie," he whispered, for he was afraid to speak aloud.

Therewas an indistinct mumble, athick gurgle. He forced himsdlf to hisknees, and hisleg felt better.
Only adlight cut, the blue color proving to be concrete dust. The entire scene was out of Dante. Thefire
watts were high, and the wreck-age of the theater was mixed with parts of what he recog-nized asa
cybership. Some Sensitive had been used to hislimits and had not been able to center the ship into the
landing cushions of the Port two blocks away. He had set her down, rather had crashed her into the
thester.

"Marie," he whispered again, feding the throb of hisheart race dmost out of control. Then, dragging
himsdlf through the dust-choked ruins, he topped a pile of rubble and saw her....

Her eyes were gone.

Her face was blistered and blackened.

And the black sockets of her eyes bled rust water ...

"My God. Kill me. Kill me" she screeched at him.

"Marie," he whispered.

"Mercy. Kill mel”

His stomach fluttered, tumbled. He couldn't! Not kill her! God please strike them both dead!

He staggered away. He brokeinto arun. But to the far limit of thefirewalls, he could hear her. "Kill me!
Jessie, Jesse, please!”



And theworgt of it was, hefelt no pain. She suffered, and sitting next to her, he escaped.
Thefirewalls danced.

JESSIE! The scream shook the world, and hands from outside putted him through the fire watts....

| woke to the crash of raindrops against the windscreen, and it was the sound of rocks smashing down a
mountain-side. | threw up my psychic defenses and dulled my cyber-netic tendencies.

It was an old dream. Five years old. | wiped the sweat from my brow and looked at the unwinding map.
It was an old dream, but nevertheless disconcerting.

Sector three, segment two-ought-two. And while that registered, the car drifted to a hat, was scanned
by aprivate robogateman, and swung again into atree-lined drive.

In the right mood, | might have laughed. It was Freudian. Postively Freudian that when | wanted to
punch arandom set of coordinates, | would select those that brought me here. | didn't laugh, however,
my mood bordering on morose.

Shesad, "Jesse, comein.”

Shewas wearing a black mini-suit, and her honey hair spilled like wild, sparkling rivers down her dender
shoul-ders. Her eyeswere blue, skylike pieces of crystd.

"Fing" | sad."I'd liketo."

"Should | send the servants away?" She was wed thy enough to afford human rather than robo servants.
"No. Training beginstomorrow, and | must just aswell begin denying mysdf tonight.”

She curled up on the couch, tucking her legs under her. "Y ou're set on going then?"

”YSI"

She was everything the newspapers and magazines and Tri-D tanks said she was. Her breasts were high
and firm, her belly flat, her legslong. Goddesslegs. And her facefairy tae princess, sugar, and naughty
spice. Mandy Mo-rain had been the rage of Modern Hollywood until ayear earlier when she sartled the
filmworld with "'l wish soli-tudeto find theman | love.™

She had received four thousand offers overnight.

She could easily have had many more attractive lovers than Jessie Poul, cybernetist. Much more
responding loverstoo, lovers without my periodic "trouble.”

| had met her on the set of Languish Queen. They had hired meto cybernet acaveto tell them just
when to ex-pect acave-in. | wasto scream awarning three minutes ahead so they could remove MM
and the other starsto safe ground. We hit it off immediately. We seemed—amost— to fit like two pieces
of apuzzlein our own snug corner of thetota picture.



Sheleaned over and kissed me. | felt mysdlf, like fire-flies, melting into the darkness of her sheltering
night "No," | said.

"No?"

"Tomorrow istraining.”

My eyes seemed to rivet to the legping flamesin the smu-fireplaoe.
"Tomorrow has not yet come." Her voice was a like a soft summer breeze.
The flames were orange and red and yellow and tinted with green.

"Tonight isthe threshold to tomorrow." I'm not sure whether | ran out of the house or walked, but when

| got home, | Iet the videophone ring, knowing it was she. With malice aforethought, | drank mysdlf into a
fitful deep. Dreamsfilled my head, and aface without eyes asked mewhy do you want to go to the
sun? Why to the sun, the sun?

The following weeks were what Krison had promised-work that would bresk a bull's back. Weran and
reran emergency Stuations. We tested the ship. | familiarized my-sdf with it, with the feding of the
intricate wiring, the platings, the cyberpickups, the shields. In al the lanes of space, there was no ship so
heavily shielded as ours. She would have to withstand more raw radiation than we redly had aright to
ask of her. Other ships had become degth trapsin radiation storms of lessintengity than the oneswe
would face. If it had been economically feasbleto build al shipsaswell insulated as she, then our trip
would be unnecessary. But the cost was—to make a pun—astronomical. The only other alternative was
to study the origin of the solar windsin hopes that we could eventualy predict radi-ation sormsin space
and detour ships around them. Ours was a history-making ship. She was agood ship. There are good
ships and good women.

"There are good ships and good women," said Maherbe, the captain.
"l only knew one" | said.
"One? Why, I've captained ahalf dozen good onesin the last twenty years.”

"I meant women," | said, putting down the coffee and moving to the window to watch the sunset. It was
diffi-cult to imagine soaring toward that lantern, toward the gaseous, nebulous, semiliving creature in the
sky. Butin afew weeks. . . There were pinks and yellows and soft blues, and aman could lose his
thoughts, could hypnotize himsdf amost like watching apainted spira on awhed-spinning and spinning
and spinningand . . .

It happened the next morning at eeven o'clock. Malherbe, First Officer Blanksman, and ship's doctor
Amishi were coping with a series of fake emergenciesthat a group of security men had thought up—most
of which could not poss-bly occur aboard a saucer. A fire had been started in a mock-up of the ship,
and the three were to stop it before irreparable damage could be done. Of course it was ridicu-lous, for
the plasterboard of the mock-up burned very much more rapidly than would the specid dloy of theredl
sau-cer. | stopped amoment to watch the fun and games.

But Fate wasin rare form that morning. The heat—some-thing the security experts had not connected



with fire—ig-nited a stack of boxes behind the "stage.” There was asudden explosion that rocked the
mock-up, and thewall of crates came tumbling down over the wooden saucer, burying the crew.

They said | screamed. | only remember running, tearing at boxes, heaving them out of the way with a
furiousness| never knew | possessed. | dragged Amishi out onto the safe floor. He was unconscious but
unburned. | remember seeing Maherbe and Blanksman too—all three safe. And the fire crew waving
hoses and fog dispensers.

| don't know why | rushed back in. But they had to drag me out in the end. Whimpering, Ma herbe said.
Whim-pering.

Schedules were reworked, and the launch date was moved back ten days. Everyonewas given a
thorough psychic probe. The big shots wanted to be sure no traumas from the incident would render us
incapable of acting when we reached our target—OId Sol. But they didn't check back any farther than
that fire

The day after the near disaster, | came across Amishi Sitting in the coffee shop. He was composing one
of hispoems.

"Let'sgo

down foggy paths

in twisted moonlight

in purple moon-night

in some overwhelming

sort of madness

taken through open-souled osmosis
from hatter-mad flowers
And let'sgo

holding hands and laughing

1 fed your arteriesthrobbing
Let'sgo

inthe cool ice of evening
through haunted forests

.where trees bend



to the whiteworld'send

craggy and awful

to snatch away unsuspecting souls
who think Nature

isamother and not aliquidator
Let'sgo

srangersin astrange land
orphans of the heart

srangersin astrange land

now cinders drift apart..."

"l think it fits," Alexander said. He was the young opera-tor of the robomechs that would take care of
any repair job | might sense during theflight.

| nodded agreement.
"1 mean, itisagtrange land indeed!™

Amishi looked a me, half-embarrassed. "I want to thank you for yesterday.” Hisyellow skin seemed to
redden dightly.

"No need for thanks, just part of the job.”

"By theway," Alexander interrupted, "how's the ship fed ?*

"Fine. Fineasaship could fed. Y our robomechs may be usdless extra baggage.”
Hewinced at that, and | wasglad | had said it. | didn't like Gingos Alexander.

"Glad to hear optimism,” abooming voice said behind me. | turned to see Bruce Krison smiling like an
idiot.

"Youreamiling likeanidiot," | told him.
"Thank you," he smiled. "That's one of the nicer thingsyou've ever said to me.”
"Everything running smoothly?'

"Yes" | sad curtly.



"What about theincident of thefire."

It was blunt. Too blunt not to catch me off balance. "Close," | finaly said.
"Too close. And unnecessary.”

"| thought the otherswere il inthefire.”

Helooked at me steadily, and | returned his gaze, afraid to, but afraid not to. He sighed. "Well, thereésa
phonecdl for you."

"A phonecal?'
Hewinked. "A MissMorain."
"Tdl her I'm not alowed to talk whileintraining,” | said, straightening my tie and turning to leave.

She cdlled for the seventh time on Launch Day. But conquest was in my blood, and the greet eye of the
sun lay ahead.

| died in lessthan afragment of amillisecond.

| looked out and saw my body strapped in achair, needles puncturing it, glucose bottles dangling
ddicately aboveit like transparent fruit on ameta tree. There were dark circles under my eyes. | looked
dead—qray and dl And it dways seemed, that flash of an instant when | left my body, that Death had
freed me.

Behind my body sat Amishi, in charge of regulating my dowed metabolism—in charge of my life. The
lights on his scopes pulsated green and yellow. In the shadows stood the captain, without duties, trying to
look like hisjob redlly mattered. We dl knew that it didn't; he was an ornament, aleftover from the days
when men sailed the seas and lower skies.

| 1eft that scene, dipped into aheavy cable and shot like light wriggling over every cail, around every
twigt, faster than the biggest roller coaster ever, laughing. Every-thing proved to beintact, and
disengaging mysdlf from the system, | fled back to the contrasting quiet and dark-ness of the cyberbasein
the dome of the saucer where | wasto rest and survey with only a skim setup to warn of impending
crigs.

It was the second day out. Six hundred thousand miles gone. It was the secondnight out in redlity. Inthe

dark-ness of the cyberbase, in the coolness of its crystal body, retiring my mind within my mind, the
strange deep of cybernetic unawareness crept over me, and the timefor Daily Rest was at hand.

"Becauseit'sthere,” | said. (Man'sdesire to conquer Nature drives him to al heights and depths, proving
hissovereignty, | lied to mysdlf.)

There was an gppreciative ROAR of La-ha-ugh-hater from the press.



Bacon (of theTimed)waved his hand.

"Mr. (pig: unspoken) Bacon?'

"Exactly (1) how many (#)days will the trip require????"

A lady reporter cllted from the rear: "Why do you want to go to the sun? Why to the sun, the sun?"

"Becauseit'sthere’ | said/lied into her empty eyes.. .

Upon waking, | ran routine checks and found everything up to par. | peeked from awell-placed rivet
and saw Amishi talking to Malherbe. They appeared to be arguing, but be-fore | could esp out and hear
them, they separated. The conversation was over.

Plasma bottles dangled over my head. A million mileswent by,

Thefourth day | dept.

And Alexander dreamed. | heard about it the next morn-ing. They had asign placed in front of my body.
JESSIE, CONTACT US. WE MUST TALK. SOMETHING HAS COME UP.

| trickled out of the shielding, through the wires, back into my own head. They put the ship on automatic,
taking arisk they never should have—machines being so unrelia-ble—and revived me.

"Dreams," Maherbe said.
II%?I

"Wevedl had them. Ever snce we left earth. Last night, Alexander woke up, and his dream continued.
It was stand-ing in hisroom!"

| looked at Alexander. "What dream?"

"It was horrible," he said. Although | figured he had probably been ddlirious at thetime, | could seethe
way he quivered when he thought of it.

"That telsme nothing."

"A—thing, actudly. It was gray, large, and spoke with astrange, feminine voice."
"It spoke?

"es"

"What did it ssy?'

He squirmed. "Not to the sun, my boy. Not to the sun.”

"Thet'sridiculous."



"That'swhat it said.”

"Have you checked the ship?" | asked.

"Thefirg thing,” Maherbe said. "Therés nothing on her that isn't meant to be."

"Thejitters," | said. "Simply acase of thejitters. Why did you cal me out of cybernet?'

"We wanted to seeif you had been dreaming too," Md-herbe said.

| looked around and saw the dightest traces of fear on their faces. Fear of the Unknown. Y ou could not
fear a star whose heart you were going to gpproach; it was too vast athing to fear, so you made up
something more hu-man—but not quite—to center your animals passions on. It was that and nothing
more. "I haveto get back," | snapped. "We have along way to go, dreams or no dreams.”

In the cyberbase, out of my body again, | thought about it. Therewas something to it. Of couseit had to
be psydiologicd—al of them having the same dream—something basic, something buried in every soul, a
racid fear. In-teresting.

Ontheeghth day, | dept, the world having been created sometime earlier.

The following morning, the eye of the sun was nearly sky-filling, amongter streaking to gobble usup
aong with Venus and Mercury which lay ahead.

Venus passed by dreamlike. Gases and clouds and some-how erotic.
Onthe eeventh day, | dept, thinking of the sun. Visions of fire balloons danced in my head.

The next morning, they had asignin front of my body. Red felt letters on a black background: JESSIE.
CONFER-ENCE. MOST URGENT.

It was the same as before.
"Dreams?' | asked.

"They went too far thistime," Maherbe said nervoudy, and | noticed that he had personified the dreams.
"They attacked Alexander. They cornered me, but my screams drove them away."

"Them?' | asked.

"WdIl—IT," Gingossaid. Hisarm was bandaged, and Amishi confirmed the statement that there were
eleven stitches required to close the wound.

"Let'shearit,” | said. My body felt weak even though Amishi had been exercising it every day.

"l woke up, and it was crooning to me. ‘Not to the sun, my boy. Not to the sun, the sun.' | told it to get
the hell out. It kept coming closer. Big as arobomech, ponderous. It kept chanting too. Then | saw its
face—as much as the shadows would permit meto see. Thank God for shadows. There were two
gaping cratersinstead of eyes—no other fa-cid featuresthat | could see. | screamed, and it trundled out
before anyone could come—but not before it grabbed me and whispered the chant to my face," He held



up his bandaged arm asif that werelega evidence.
| looked to Ma herbe who was nodding his head in agreement.
"Andyour story?' | asked.

"I woke up to Gingos screams. As| was getting to the doorway, the thing came upon me from the
corridor. In the semidarkness, | could make out its shape only as a hulk. It moved toward me, but |
started screaming, and it was gone down the companionway. We didn't seeit again dl night.”

| Sighed.

"Jess," Amishi said, "don't take thistoo lightly. Other things have been happening. | an missing nearly all
of my Simu-Life Grafting Flesh. If we have any seriouswounds, | will be powerlessto patch any of
them.”

"Weve discovered that were missing ahand torch too." Maherbe chimed in, his chimes sounding like
death knolls. "A cylinder of fud for it too."

"Okay," | said. "Don't panic." They looked to mefor guidance. A cybernet is supposed to know al that
happensin his ship—or at least to be able to account for it, explain it away, rationaize. Somewhere
ingde, the explanation did indeed stir through my vitals, but | couldn't completely graspit. "Let's conduct
asearch with animpartid point of view—mine."

We searched every deck. In the bottom deck, fifty robo-mechs were lined up, bent at the flexible waist
asif doing toe-touches, their heads at their feet, waiting to be acti-vated. But no monsters.

We covered the supply chamber inch by inch, opening crates, unseding canisters. Nothing. We checked
drive cham-bers. We investigated crew rooms. We searched the airless outer chamber. Nowhere was
there a creature of horror, nowhere awarning soothsayer sent by the sun.

They were alittle more cheerful when | departed into cybernet, for we had aplan. | was to watch
Malherbe's room from the walls, waiting for the approach of the beast. They were surel would seeit
too. Upon sighting it, they expected me to turn the ship around and make for home. | knew | wouldn't. |
wanted the sun, for some reason.

The room was washed in shadows. It was like acrypt, onelonely bed, cold walls. Malherbe was
restless. That wasthe last | remembered.

Thethirteenth day, the sun waslike agod.

The temperature was way up on the outer hull, and | checked the decks of refrigerating units that would
help regulate our interna atmosphere. | examined the shells of force between each deck—shells that
would repd hegt to a certain degree. Everything was functioning perfectly.

The sunwaslike agod, al-commanding.

The fourteenth day, temperature on the outer shell rose two hundred and fourteen degrees.

| watched it through filtered hull cameras. The sun was now like the sea. A womb. A mother of lifeinto
which we were crawling, the beginning and the end. It was all and everything, and its grest comforting



eye stared unblinkingly.

The sixteenth day | dept.

The seventeenth | did nothing but watch the sun.
The eighteenth day | dept.

And the nineteenth.

Thetwentieth day, the hull was cherry red, stresking whitein spots, and | flipped the frig unitsto full
capacity.

Thesun glowed: it covered the sky; it Smplywas.

On day twenty-two, they had asign up. | saw it accidenta-ly. | was drawn to look a my body. Aswe
neared the sun, the desire to see if my body was scorched. . ..

But therewasasign. JESSIE, GOING CRAZY. THE THING WONT LET USALONE AT NIGHT.
HAVE TAKEN TO SLEEPING IN GUARDED SHIFTS. WHY HAVEN'T YOU BEEN
CHECKING IN?WE WANT TO GO HOME. WE'VE BEEN PUTTING UP SIGNS FOR DAY S.
ITHASTAKEN TO DESTROYING OUR FOOD. CONSTANT TERROR HERE. WE WANT TO
TO GO HOME AGAIN.

| had forgotten to check in. For how many days? Theideastruck meterribly hard. | had never missed a
check-inin ten years of cybernating. | zipped through the decksto make afind check of al sysems

before dipping into my body.

And | gasped at the Sight of the sun. It wasthe universe. Armsreached out from itsliving surface and
stretched like the arms of alazy man waking. There were dark clouds on the surface, shifting and
changing. It hurt my shielded eyes.

An hour passed, and | could not look away.

It was ashifting mass of liquid fire. It was dl thefiresof al time. It was Nero in Rome. It was Chicago.
It was San Francisco after the earthquake. It was the great M oon Fire—athousand domesfilled with
burning atmosphere. It was dl firesof al times. And it screamed. It tortured itslungs. It was all thefires
of dl thetimesand dl thevictimsof dl thosefiresof al thosetimes. It was Alphaand Omega. It was Hell
living. It was Heaven dying. The firesroared. The victims screamed.

| fled in fear, through the refrigeration units, tripping the shut-off switches. | dipped through cables,
through walk, madly searching for away out—»but really wanting none. Looking to seeif my body had
yet blackened, | looked onto control deck. Amishi's body was draped over achair, his neck broken.
Malherbe was literaly shredded, and Alex-ander waslying in ared-black pool, hishand clenched into a
fist. The temperature was seventy-nine. The sun had not murdered them.

A signsaid: JESSIE. STOPIT FOR GOD'S SAKE. ITSYOU. AMISHI SAYSIT'SYOU. THE
MONSTER ISA ROBOMECH YOU'RE DIRECTING, AND WE CANT STOPIT. WHY,
JESSIE? THE FACE YOU PUT ON IT WITH PLASTIC FLESH—NO EYES, JESSIE. AND
BLISTERSAND SCARS. HORRIBLE. COME TO YOUR SENSES, JESSIE. MY GOD, JESSIE .
.. JESSIE, LISTEN. LOOK, TURN THE SHIP AROUND. NOT TO THE SUN, JESSIE. THAT'S



WHAT YOU WANT, ISN'T IT?NOT TO THE SUN? STOP THE ROBOMECH. STOP HIM
NOW, JESSIE! NOW! NOWNOWNOW! NOW—

| wept. | wanted to turn around. | didn't want to turn around. Both and neither.

| soared, spinning through the decks of the ship, up-ward toward the outer shell, the refrigeration units
off. The heat more and more intense. Whimpering.

Whimpering.
The sunisone great god-eye. The sun taketh away, and only the sun can returneth.

The heat is strong on my mind. My body isforty decks below, and the temperature there isahundred

and four. The heet is stronger on my mind in the outer shell. It hurts me, it hurts. The walls of flame sting
and are Hellish.

Please Mandy ...
Please Mandy . ..
Help meto come homeagain. . ..

The sun offers no consolation, but stares with two black and empty eyes...



