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If you think nuclear power isadangerous way to generate el ectricity, then you obvioudy have not
considered the drawbacks of solar energy!

It was acold, blustery Wednesday that first time he cameinto the El Dorado. 1t was going on midnight
and the place was deserted. Even Lucy and Sudlen, our two "working girls" had given up for the night
and gonehome. | recognized him immediately, of course. Even without my photographic memory;, |
would have known R. J. Cowen.

"Hi," | said, "what'll it be?" | tried to be astudy in friendly aoofness. | have aways heard that Cowen
does not like peoplefawning dl over him. That and the fact that he has been known to leave a
thousand-dollar bill for atip made me keep my distance.

"You know who | am?' he asked. Hisvoicewasalow croak and his eyes were bloodshot. |
recognized the symptoms. He had the air of aman in the middle of aweeklong bender. His breath
confirmed my suspicions.

"YoureR. J. Cowen, the sunscreen tycoon,” | said. "Carefor adrink, Mr. Cowen?"
"Yah," hesad. "Uh, ascotch-and-water."

The beverage dispenser served up the scotch with its usual assortment of noises. | retired to the other
end of the bar and went back to polishing glasses. He did not taste the scotch at all. Hejust sat there
and stared into its dark trand ucence as though hypnotized. | watched him in the mirror for ten minutes,
then put the glass down and sidled back to where he was sitting. He did not take notice of me until | was
gtanding acrossfrom him.

"Pardon me, Mr. Cowen," | said. "It'snone of my business, of course, but you look like you need a
friend. Anything | candoto hdp?’

He looked up with those red-rimmed eyes and sghed. ™Y ou say you know who | am.”
"Yes, gr."

"Whoam|1?'

"'Some people around this burg say you're the richest man in theworld.”

Henodded. "Yeah, I've heard that nasty rumor mysdlf. Thefunny part of itisthatitistrue. | amthe
richest man intheworld. Not only that, | am richer than the next ten candidates combined. What do you
think of that?'

| whistled long and low. Not because it was hewsto me, you understand. Rather because he seemed to
expect it.

"Do you know how | got that way?" he asked, beforefinally taking asip from hisdrink.



"Tdent?' | asked.

"Likehel! Itwasluck. That'sright. Pure, unadorned, undeserved, and unexpected dumb luck. You
want to hear the story?”'

"If youwant totdl it," | said. Of course, | did not know then what | wasetting mysdif in for.
Cowen drained the glass dry and asked for another. Fizz, whirrr, plop and | had it in front of him.

Remember the Vietnam War? No, me neither. Well, it was one of those brush fire things that went on
about forty years ago. Cowen wasin college at the time and dropped out to protest US involvement.
To hear himtell it, those were the best days of hislife. He and abunch of otherstraveled around the
country in abattered Volkswagen van. They organized demondtrations, burned draft cards, and just
generdly raised hell.

Then aterrible thing happened. The war ended and Cowen was adrift. He had been one of the
hard-core protesters, ared agitator. Suddenly the cause to which he had given six years of hislifewas
gone. Hissde had won. Therewas nothing left to fight for. Hefdt like aknight who trips over the Holy
Grail on hisway to saddle up hishorse. (I hopeyou redize | am condensing this. By the time Cowen
findly got to war'send, it wasamost 2:00 am.)

After peace broke out, Cowen just drifted. Bringing down a government had been a heady narcotic.
Nothing afterwards had been the same. Hetried consumerism, environmentalism, and even Eastern
religions. Nothing gave him that same fedling of excitement held found in the peace movement.

"Have you ever belonged to something?' he asked me while nursing histhird drink. "I don't mean the
Boy Scouts or the PTA. | mean really belonged, like everyone around you was part of your family.
That wasthefeding that | had lost. It waswhat | was searching for. "

"Must beagrest feding,” | said.
"The best," he agreed.

Eventudly his search took him to Los Angeles where he met an old girl friend from the peace movement.
She had found anew cause of her own and invited him to attend alecture on the dangers of nuclear

power.

"Y ou have heard of nuclear power, haven't you?' Cowen asked me. He durred the name, of course, but
it came out understandabl e enough.

"Sure" | said. "Used to be what they propelled submarineswith, didn't it?”

Henodded. "They ill useit on some of the real old boats, the onesthey can't retrofit with cryogenic
storage modules. Other than that, nuclear energy hasno use. Know why?

"Sunscreens are cheaper and safer,” | said.

He dammed hisfist down on the bar. "Damned right they are. Now, stop interrupting, I've astory to
tdl..."

That night at the lecture, Cowen had found another crusade he could give himself over to. For the next
severa yearsthat iswhat he had done, heart and soul. He had crisscrossed the country in that same
beat-up old VVolkswagen, again organizing demonstrations and sit-ins. By 1980, they had the nukes (As
God ismy witness, that'swhat he called them) on therun. Inthefal of 1982, Cowen was on the way to



Arizonato join ademondtration outside the gate of the big nuclear power planet there; only he did not
make it. Hewas sidetracked by an accident, the accident that made him the richest man in the world.

He had gotten off the interstate to buy gasfor the Volkswagen. (Y eah, carsran on gasolinein those

days. Cryogenwasjust agleam in afew peopleseyes.) It wasdinnertime and he stopped in asmall
roadside cafe. The sun wasjust going down as hefinished eating. Apparently, it was one of those
sunsetsthat you can only seein Arizona, so Cowen decided impulsively to go up into the hillsto
photograph it. He did not get the picture. What he got waslost. He wandered around in the desert until
he topped arise and stopped to check the smal pocket compass he carried with him. He had sent hours
wandering around and the car was again running on empty. He turned the dome light on and glanced
down at the compass. It wasagood thing he did.

Otherwise, the flash would have blinded him for hours.

"Funny things run through your mind when something explodesjust over the next rise" he said to me
while popping a peanut into his mouth and dropping a handful of shellson thefloor. "1'd been
demondtrating against nuclear power for four years and had learned alot about how it worked. Know
your enemy, | wayssay. Wl one of thefirst things | had learned was that areactor could not explode
likeabomb. | was not so sure during those long seconds after the explosion, | cantell you that! Mostly
| spent thetime curled inaball on thefloor of my van with the gearshift lever jamming mein theribs.
Every story | had ever heard about nuclear wegpons flashed through my mind. All I could think about
was theface of alittle Japanese girl who had been looking up when the Hiroshima bomb went off ...
never mind, Joe. No sense ruining your evening by being too graphic.”

"Whatever you sy, dr," | said. My nameisMarvin Agronski, but if the richest man in the world wanted
to call me Joe, that wasfine by me.

"Eventudly | concluded that it wasn't the power plant,” he continued, "and that | wasn't dead. The next
thought was plane crash!  Weren't planes aways going down at night in the mountains? Somehow the
idea of afew hundred dead strangerslying mangled just over the next ridge didn't bother me as much as
thaet little girl's picture.

"| extricated mysdlf from the gear shift, got back into the driver's seet, and then eased the car up the hill at
dead dow to see what was burning. When | got to thetop, | found myself looking down into alittle
hollow filled with scrubby desert trees. Many of the trees were ablaze. | stopped the car, got out, and
walked asfar as| could before the heat from the fire became too intense. It was bright as day down
there”

| leaned one elbow on the bar and began to pick my teeth, nodding occasionaly so that it looked like |
was intent on what he was saying. He didn't even notice me. He was once morein ahollow in the
mountains of Arizonasome thirty yearsago. Truth wasthat | could have left the room and he would not
have noticed.

"Suddenly afigure walked out of aclump of treesthat hadn't caught fire," Cowen said. "Hetook three
steps towards me and collgpsed to the ground. | did not havetimeto think. | just ran over to where he
lay face down and rolled him over. That waswhen | got my second shock of the night.

"I'd whimpered in fright when | thought the power planet had exploded. Thistime| screamed. Even
after dl these years, | can till hear that sound in my heed. It was agirlish scream. Thefigureon the
ground was not aman. It wasathing! Infact, it was nothing less than a bug-eyed monster!”

"Areyou dl right, Mr. Cowen?' | asked, touching him onthewrist. Hiseyeslost their unfocused look.



"Huh?'

"l sad, areyou dl right?’

"Sure. Why shouldn't | be?"

"Y ou were just talking about bug-eyed mongters.”

"That'sright," hesaid, nodding. "1 wasjust telling you about the night | found Thing in the desert. ™
"Thing?

"The bug-eyed mongter. Weren't you listening?”’

"I must have missed something,” | said.

"WEell, be quiet and I'll tell you about it."

| shut my mouth. | had probably blown my thousand-dallar tip. Still, when aman has as much money as
R. J. Cowen, you do not cdl him crazy to hisface. Trillionaires are eccentric, not crazy,

He continued his story.

It seemsthisBEM was purple with dick oily black hair and amouth that opened sdeways rather than up
anddown. Thatis, it wason avertica line rather than a horizonta one like yoursand mine.

(Hope you don't mind my paraphrasing some of this. | do have a photographic memory likel said, but
Cowen was rambling pretty badly and | think | can make the story a hell of alot more coherent than he
did.)

Anyway, the thing was dightly smaller than a man and resembled aperson in gross detall -- thet is, it had
two arms, two legs, and ahead. The only thing wasthat dl its features were not arranged the same as
ours. Itskneesfolded thewrong way and it had too many fingers on each hand. Worst of dl, it had
eyesthat glowed red in the dark.

Cowenwasno fool. Hedid the sensiblething. Heturned and ran. Only problem was, he took only two
steps before tripping over hisfeet and crashing down on the hard rocks. It was then that he knew what
real terror was. His system got ajolt of adrenaline that dwarfed the previoustwo surges. Degp downin
his brain, down where the subconscious hangs out, he could fed a sensation held never felt before.

The thing had gotten hold of hismind!

"How'd you know that?' | whispered. | don't know why but we had taken to talking in hushed tones.
Reminded me of one of those overnight camping trips where you sit around the campfire and tell scary
dories.

"How can | describe the sensation?' he asked. "Might aswell describe the color blue. | felt like apiano
and the BEM was running its menta fingers over my keyboard. Firgt, there was aflash of hegt, then
clammy cold, and then other sensationsin quick succession. | had difficulty breathing, dizziness, extreme
joy, and an attack of naked lugt, followed instantly by numbing depression. | began to shiver violently
while sweat poured from my body and a blazing rainbow of color flashed before my eyes. Those arethe
words, but they don't describe what | felt any better than asix year old can describe sex.”

| was getting interested in thisinsane story. It waslike afantasy novel. Y ou know it isnot redl, but you
pretenditisfor aslong asthe story lasts. Except thiswas better. "Care for abeer, Mr. Cowen?" |



asked, hoping to get him off the hard stuff.

He nodded and waited for me to draw the brew.
"What happened next?'

"Therewasthisclicking sound,” he said.
"Clicking sound?

"Y eah, like you hear when someone energizes the phone screen on the other end of theline. Except it
wasnot asound at al. It wasinsde my heed.

"--Ah, thereit is," aquiet voice speaking accentless English said deep in Cowen'shbrain. "1 apologize for
any discomfort | may have caused, Sr. When | noted your predilection for usng one of your grasping
appendages in preference to the other, | naturally assumed your brain would be most devel oped on that
side. However, | now seethat you are cross-connected and that 1've been searching the wrong
hemisphere of your cortex for the speech center..."

"--Who are you? --" Cowen asked.

"--Not so much volume, please!” the thing said. "Y ou are an extremely powerful telepath for onewhoiis
untrained. You may cdl me... Thing . Asyou can see, | aman dien. My ship isdestroyed and
athough uninjured, | require your assstance. If you would be so kind --"

"Look, I'm alittle busy right now," Cowen muttered sarcagticaly, falling into the lifelong habit of spesking
histhoughts. "Perhaps| could drop you off at apolice station. The authoritieswill know what to do with
you."

"--] am sorry, Sr. But that isimpossible. This planet is under quarantine. That you know of my presence
is bad enough. None other must learn of it. 'Y ou must hide me until my comrades are ableto effect, a
rescue. --"

"What about your ship?' Cowen asked, pointing athumb at the blazing fire that was still warming his
back uncomfortably.

"--The generators are aflame. 1n another twentieth of one planetary revolution there will be nothing there
but acharred spot of ground. --"

"How long until you are rescued?”'

"--No more than ayear --"

"A year!" Cowen screamed. "How do you expect me to keep a bug-eyed monster secret for ayear?”
"--Perhaps you could hide me in your domicile. --"

"l don't have adomicile. Besides, | have my own lifetolive. Sorry..."

The burning red points stared a himin slence for aminute. He knew it fill had him since hefelt no
desireto get up and run for hiscar.

Findly, it spoke. "--1 would bewilling to pay whatever you wished. --"

"Y ou mean money?'



"--If that iswhat you desire,” Thing said. "Anything in my power as payment for harboring me until 1 am
rescued. --"

Now thiswas an intriguing turn of events, Cowen decided. That is, if the creature redlly could pay for his
keep. He wondered how a shipwrecked sailor would go about bribing a native of a South Seaidand
into helping him. Would his promises be anything but empty words?

He decided atest wasin order.
"Okay," Cowen said. "Make it s0 the atom bomb was never invented.”
"--Changing that which aready existsis beyond my power. --"

"Hmmm, | thought s0." It was beginning to look like he had gotten the cheap modd of Aladdin's Lamp.
Not only was the genie offering only one wish, but he was choosy about what that wish could be. "I
don't suppose you could get rid of all the nuclear power plantsin theworld, either.”

"-- | could," Thing said, "but such overt action isforbidden by the quarantine regulations. Pure
knowledge is more my specidty. --"

"Oh, peachy," Cowen said disgustedly. "If thereisanything the world aready had too much of, it was
pure knowledge. Look at the automobile. If it had never been invented, there wouldn't be any smog,
urban sprawl, ugly parking lots, drunk drivers, etc., ad infinitum. If only we had invested dl those billions
into something clean, safe and inexhaugtible -- solar power, for instance.”

The sudden insight took him by surprise. It took him afew momentsto order histhoughts. Findly, he
sad, "I've got another wish."

"--Yes?--"
"I want a chegp, efficient means of capturing the sun'srays and turning them into electricity.”
"--Isthat dl?" Thing asked. "We have had such a device since the dawn of our history. --"

"It's got to be as close to one hundred percent efficient as possible. | don't want any of these three
percent solar collectors we've been fooling around with."

"-- Of course," Thing said, making it sound like the easiest trick in theworld. "Complete efficiency isnot
possiblein the real universe, you understand. However, the energy absorption screen is so close that you
will barely notice the difference. --"

"How about cost? If it isn't dirt chegp to produce, the damned oil companieswill get control of it like
everythingdse”

"--The cost will be minima once the factories aretooled up. 1t should cost lessthan the materia from
which your clothes are manufactured. Isthat satisfactory? --"

"Right on!" Cowen ydlled. Then adark suspicion crept in to put adamper on hisenthusiasm. "How do |
know you will keep your part of the bargain?'

"--1 must congtruct asignaling device. | will not begin to manufacturethe ... you might cal it aradio ...
until 1 have demongtrated my good faith." Thing regarded him serioudy oncemore. "Isit aded?--"

"It'saded!" Cowen said.



Suddenly the menta restraint that had kept him from using hislegswas gone. He probed deeply into his
mind. Therewas no trace of the strange lethargy of afew seconds before. He was once more in control
of hisbody and hisfate.

"Or 01 thought &t thetime," he said, burping noisily in my ear.
"What happened then?" | asked.

"I rented a place in Pueblo, Colorado, and fixed up the basement as a small workshop and living quarters
for Thing. | wiped out my savingsdoingit. Luckily, Thing had sdvaged afew hundred feet of gold
electrical wire from thewreck before it burned, so we had money to spare.

"We holed up for six months and spent every waking moment on the device. Three months after setting
up shop, we had our first working model. | imagine you have seen pictures. Old Mark | isinthe
Smithsonian now."

| nodded. "I took Hazel and the kids to Washington the summer beforelast. | remember it becauseit
had your name on a brass plague on the display case, Mr. Cowen."

"I'd gone out to stock up on groceries. Thing did not eat meat, so he went through alot of lettuce,
carrots, and rutabagas. Assoon as| got back to the house, | heard his telepathic call to get down to the
basement. Therein the center of the table we used as alab bench was ablack void. 1t wasasthough |
was |ooking through a square window into the blackness of space. The contraption had two sets of wires
running fromit. One was attached to anine-volt battery -- the kind you usefor atransstor radio. The
other pair ran to ahundred-watt incandescent light bulb. The light glowed brightly."

"That it?" Cowen asked Thing after hed found hisvoice again.

Thing rippled hiswhole body, which washisway of nodding. "--That isit. It absorbsdl visblelight and
everything into the high ultraviolet with ninety-saven percent efficiency. With proper control of our
process, we can tuneit down to pick up the infrared region aswell. --"

"Thus was born the sunscreen,” Cowen said, Sghing.

He glossed over the next part of hisstory. It seemsthat he and Thing worked sixteen hours aday for
three monthsto perfect the screen. In addition, Thing tried to teach him the theory behind it. Cowen had
never been much good at science and it was tough dedding. However, they kept at it. Part of Cowen's
dedl with the alien was that he would learn enough about how the device worked so that he could
plausbly clam to haveinventedit. Intheend, Thing settled on merely giving his human student the
cookbook rudiments, the backyard mechanic's explanation, the barest smattering of knowledge
necessary to put up agood front.

By the end of sx months, Cowen's patent was pending and he had begun negotiations with various
companiesfor the right to manufacture sunscreens under license. While he traveled with his
demongtration modd, Thing began to construct his"radio” in the housein Pueblo. Cowen hadlaidina
stock of canned vegetables and did not see the aien for two months. The salestrip proved profitable.
By the time he returned home he had made deals with General Electric, RCA, and Matsushita of Japan.
Otherswere pending, but those three were dready modifying their factories for sunscreen production.

"That homecoming was asurprisingly emationa onefor me," Cowen said. "Even though Thingwasan
dien, I'd gotten used to the reassuring fed of his mind touch, the emotional support he gave mewhen |
wasfeding low. Moreover, hewasasglad to see me as| wasto see him. Possbly, he was merely tired
of canned vegetables and wanted to get back to fresh. Hewasan dien, true, but | could not help liking



him. | think he felt the same way about me.

"l wasfeding alittle down the night of my homecoming. The paperswerefull of news about abig
demondtration the Clamshell Alliance had organized against the Seabrook Nuclear Station. 1t reminded
me that otherswere till on the front lines, getting smacked with police nightsticks, while | was stuck in
Pueblo, Colorado, with abug-eyed mongter. Thing noticed my funk and asked me about it. We Started
to talk and soon, it had turned into agood old fashioned bull sesson.”

"--A gtrange puzzle. --" he sad.
"What is?' Cowen asked.

" --The human reaction to a problem. Do you attempt to determine your best course of action? No.
Rather your first thought isto climb the nearest hill and bay defiance at the stars. Only later doesreason
comeover you. Surdly, thisisnot the most efficient means of finding solutions. --"

"l don't get you," Cowen said, puzzled.

" --Y ou wish an end to the dangers of nuclear power. But are you happy working quietly toward that
end aswe aredoing? No. You prefer to plot confrontation with your enemies. What isthis need of
yoursto ‘go public' asthe expression goes? --"

"But it'sonly been four years snce Three Mile Idand. How long before the next nuke goes haywire,
killing afew thousand people thistime? We have to keep the pressure on while the public remembers.
How else are we going to win?'

"-- Asyou arewinning. By introducing sunscreens and making al other forms of power generation
unattractive. --"

"Do you redly think sunscreenswill end nukes?"
"——YS. __II
"How can you be so sure?’

"--Because the companies that generate ectricity in your society have fixed expensesthey must meet.
As sunscreens are introduced, demand for their product will fall and they will beforced to raiserates. As
ratesincrease, demand will drop further. It isobvioudy asituation wherein positive feedback controls
events, avicious cycle, adiverging series--"

"Thenthe utilitieswill go bugt?'
"--The utilitieswill go bust. --"

"Hewasright, too,” Cowen said, looking at me with tearsin hiseyes. "Five years after that conversation,
thelast nukein America pulled its core and closed down for good. Thing predicted alot of other things
that night -- the end of cities as we knew them, population sprawl, solar farms, the return of cottage
industry, the spirding standard of living. He even predicted the stock market crash of December 1983.
Not the date, of course, but the event.

"And with histalk of Depression, | began to have second thoughts about what | had wished into being.”

Cowen looked at Thing with tearsin hiseyes. "Have | doneright?' heasked. "A lot of people are going
to be out of work because of me."



"--Temporarily,” Thing agreed. "But perhapsit will hep tothink of it thisway. Electricity isto your
civilization what fire was to your distant ancestors. Only your people have surrendered control of your
firesto afew powerful individuals. If you desireto warm yourself on acold night, you must pay for the

privilege. --"
ll&?l

"--Sunscreens are going to changethat. 1n effect, you have taken thefires of your civilization and given
them back to the common people. Aslong as energy remainsinexpensive and readily available, no man
may bar another from his source of heat and light. Isn't such aworld preferable to your current system?

Cowen nodded. Put that way it made alot of sense.

"Wetadked far into the night, exploring alien concepts of government, religion, and ethics,” Cowen said.
"It was the closest we ever came to understanding each other. It turned out to be our last chanceto try.

"Thing was rescued at the end of theyear. | took him up into the Rockies and a saucer shaped craft
floated down from the sky, hovering just off the ground while he boarded, then zoomed off without a
sound.”

"Interesting story,” | said. Only then did | redlize | had been holding my breath. | picked up my towe
and began polishing the bar once more. "Interesting, but | can't rightly say that | believeit.”

"Don't blame you, Jog," hesaid. He made aface as he tossed off the last of hisbeer. "Thejohn?"
| pointed back in the corner where the rest rooms are located.

Heinched hisway off his stool and steadied himsalf againgt the bar before staggering in the indicated
direction. | bit my lip. What if R. J. Cowen, the richest man in the world, dipped and knocked his brains
out againgt the urinal? | wondered how many lawyers he kept on retainer for just such an eventudlity.

| breathed more easily when he regppeared after five minutes. Thistime he waked with theair of
someone who istrying to appear sober. Y ou know the too-too-careful walk. | had abad premonition
that he had just been sick dl over my nice clean rest room.

"Doing better?' | asked when he had hoisted himself back onto astool.
"Better, Joe. Thanks. What have you got back there that'sfit to drink?"

"| think you've had enough, Mr. Cowen," | said, expecting him to explode. He obvioudy was not the
type of man used to having peopletell him no. However, hedidn't. Hejust sat there and nodded sagely.

"I think you'reright, Joe. | just want oneto cam my nerves before my chauffeur arrives with the car.
Called him from the screen in the hal outside the john. Besides, you want to hear the end of the Story,
don't you?

"Y ou mean therés more?"
"Therésmore," he said, nodding. "Now what have you got?'

"The owner kegps abottle of forty year old brandy in the safe. He bought it for an investment, but says
hed openit if theright specid occason camedong.”

"I'm abouit to finish telling you the rather unique story of my life and that brandy will bethe last liquor |



ever drink. How much more specia can an occasion get?!
"I don't know," | said, dubious. "Stuff's pretty expensive.”

Cowen laughed aloud at that. After afew seconds, | had to joinin. Considering whom | wastalking to,
it was pretty funny. | fetched the brandy from the back room and made a ceremony of opening it.

Then | poured him half abeer glass -- the El Dorado not being that high class abar, we do not stock
brandy snifters-- and set one up for me.

"Onwiththegory,” | said.

"Onwith the story," he agreed, not touching the drink. Hiseyesgot al misty and he continued talkingin a
quiet authoritative voice that was somehow different from his earlier gpeech pattern. Before he had just
been adrunken bum in expensive clothes. Now he seemed to have gotten some of the stedl back into
him. Helooked more like the captain of industry heredly was.

"Not much of interest happened to mefor the next thirty years" hesaid. "Not until about three weeks
ago, infact.”

| held my slence. Inthelast thirty years R. J. Cowen had been married and divorced four times, had half
his ssomach removed, devel oped chronically high blood pressure, and had hiseldest son killed in atraffic
accident. Another child -- adaughter, | think -- had joined a Provinciaist commune somewherein
Alaska. Also, inthat time hisfortune had doubled, tripled, and doubled again. However, if he
consdered none of that to be of interest, then who was| to argue?

"What happened three weeks ago?' | asked.

"I was lying in bed with athrobbing headache. It was midnight and | lay in the dark, staring up at the
ceiling, trying to drift off to deep. | wasjust about to succeed after counting my thousandth sheep when
adrangdy familiar feding came over me.

"Atfirg | couldntidentify it. It waslike seeing red and suffering from double vison a the sametime.
Except it was not only my eyes. It wasasif my whole body had suddenly twinned. | could fed the cool
night breeze on my skin at the sametime as| seemed to be submerged in tepid water. | could hear the
hoot of an old horned owl that lives out back, and yet there was a strange silence in my mind. My mouth
tasted of bile. Yet, somehow, | could taste the metallic bite of sulfur too. My thoughtstook ona
curioudy echoic qudlity, like atelephone line that isnot properly damped at the other end. "In spite of
the strangeness of it dl, | couldn't shake the feding that this had happened to me before.

"Then it hit me," he said, hisvoice dropping to ahoarse whisper. "It was Thing. He was back."
‘What'd you do?"

"Do? | screamed ‘ Thing'at the top of my lungs-- both mentaly and actualy. He did not seem to hear
me, which was strange. How wasit that | could read him and he could not read me? Hewasthetrained
telepath, not I."

"Didn't he say you were astrong natural telepath?” | asked.

Cowen nodded. "I findly decided that wasit. | have had these hunchesdl my life. Some peoplewould
cdl themintuition. Maybethat is my talent showing through. Anyway, whatever the reason, | found
myself with adirect circuit to Thing'smind. It must have been his subconscious because | could hear
what he heard, see what he saw, and he did not seem to notice me. Not that it was very clear, you



understand. Modtly | felt sad at something. Only | could not quite figure out what | had to be sad
about. | spent therest of the night trying to contact him.

"By dawn | was exhausted and still hadn't had any luck. Hewas obliviousto my presence. However,
the effort had not been wasted. My link was stronger than ever. | could fed him tugging a me from
somewhereto thewest. So, | hopped out of bed at first light and fired up my private plane. If | couldn't
get him to cometo me, | decided | would go to him."

| chuckled. Cowen's private planeisaconverted VTOL airliner that he keeps hangered on his estate.
Every time he revs up thoselift fans, you can hear teeth gnashing al over Williamsport, especidly around
dawn. However, Cowen owns this burg, and nobody complainstoo loudly about the noiseif itishisor
her landlord making it.

"How'd you find him?*

"| followed the mind touch,” Cowen said. "I redly can't explainit. It waslike having acompassin my
head. | would instantly recognize when | drifted off course. Eventudly, | found myself headed for the
Rockies. It wasthen that | knew where | wasgoing.”

"Where?'

"Asl flew over Kansas| got abrief flash of Thing's surroundings. | recognized the clearing where the
saucer had landed to rescue him. | had been there enough timesto recognize it, even after thirty years.

"I landed the plane about a quarter mile away in another, bigger clearing. Thing must have heard me
because | fdlt his questing thought as | was hovering for alanding.

"--Robert! --" Thing said as he recognized Cowen's mind touch.
"Hdlo, Thing," Cowen said. "Didn't you hear me caling?'

("Hewas surprised, Joe. He had not heard me until | was practicaly ontop of him. It washismind. It
was not asfast asit had been. Histhoughts were not as sharp either. Hewasold, Joe. Time had aged
him.")

"Y ou're an old man now, Thing," Cowen said as he hiked toward the clearing where the dien sat.

"--Yes, Robert, | am old and nearly past the timewhen | can be of useto my race. | perceive that you
too have aged since last we met. --"

"Why did you come back, Thing?"

"--l amon apilgrimage. Thiswasthe scene of my first great triumph. | have returned to see the effect of
my efforts, and perhaps to beg your forgiveness. --"

"Forgiveness, Thing?' Cowen redoubled his speed toward the clearing. Soon he was trotting among tall
pines, panting from the unaccustomed exertion and dtitude. "Forgivenessfor what?'

"--For our terribleruse, --"

At that moment, Cowen burst into the clearing. There, sitting quietly on alog facing him wasafamiliar
figure. Theoily black hair was the same, but the purple skin had adigtinct greenish tingetoit. Thefigure
was stooped. All effects of age, Cowen knew without knowing how he knew. The red eyes gazed at
him, unblinking asadways.



"--Hello, Robert. Itisniceto seeyou again. --"
"Hdlo, Thing. What ruse?"

"-- Why the sunscreen, of course. --"

"l don't understand.”

"-- Itissmple. My race haslong dominated thisarm of the galaxy. We have done so by denying access
to the starsfor any race we feel we cannot control. It was decided thirty years ago that humans are such
arace. | wasthe agent assigned to lock you in your cage. That was my mission here. --"

"Locked into our cage?' Cowen asked, "How did you do that?'
"-- By giving you the sunscreen. --"
"That'sslly, Thing. The sunscreen wasmy idea. It wasthe answer to dl of humanity's prayers.”

"-- Canyou truly say that something was your ideawhen your mind was under my control at the time?

"Okay, so maybe you planted the ideaithere. It was il the best thing to happen to usin the last
thousand years."

"--No, it was not," Thing said, sitting quietly and gazing into Cowen'seyes. "Y ou have been tricked. |
find that as| grow older and wiser, | have cometo regret my part in the affair. 1 suppose you might say
that | have developed a conscience. --"

"But it hasbeen good!" Coweninsgsted. "All the benefits you predicted have come true, and more. We
have taken the miracle of fire and placed it in the hands of the common man. There has not been an
eectric bill paid in the United Statesin twenty years. The sunscreen has given us economic
independence.”

"--How isyour space program, Robert? 1t was quite abooming thing when last | was here. --"

"It's booming bigger than ever, Thing. We haveion drive spaceships powered by huge sunscreen sails
dozens of kilometerson aside. They routingly travel to the scientific outposts on the Jovian moons. That
is something no mere rocket could ever do. The radiation shielding to protect the instruments and crew
from Jupiter's radiation belts aone masses enough that arocket couldn't get it out of orbit.”

"--Have your ships gone farther out than Jupiter?’ Thing asked.

"They launched the Uranus expedition two years ago. That's about it. We are concentrating on the inner
planets at the moment. Besides..."

"--Besides, your existing desgns are inefficient at that range from the sun because of power limitations.
Y ou are marking time until you can design shipswith larger collector sailsto operatein the outer solar
system. True?--"

"True," Cowen answered. "How did you know that?'

"--Because that is the nature of the great ruse. In your own idiom, you were suckers. Y ou were
concerned about the shortcomings of your existing energy supplies. Y ou perceived cod as being too
dirty, nuclear power as being too dangerous, and oil as being too expensive. What you needed wasa
source of energy that is clean, safe, cheap and inexhaugtible. In effect, Robert, you told me your fondest



wish and | madeit cometrue.--"
‘So?" Cowen asked.

"--So in spite of al their shortcomings, your traditiona power sources have evolved along a path of
which you are painfully ignorant. 'Y our whole history has been one of developing energy sources of
ever-greater dendty and efficiency. Each time a breakthrough was made, it wasin the direction of
packing more kilowatts into each cubic meter. --

"--Left to itsdf that process would have continued to itsinevitable concluson. Animals gave way to
steam; first wood fired, later coal and oil fired. Fission wasin the process of supplanting thefoss| fudls,
and fuson would have followed fisson. Findly, at the end of the chain you would have devel oped tota
mass-energy conversion and won freeto the stars. --"

"| don't understand.”

"--A hyperwave generator gulps many billions of ergsin order to warp space around astarship. 1t must

be powered by aminiature sun. What we have done, Robert, is divert you from the path that culminates
in the development of that tiny captive star. Instead, we have Sdetracked you into the low-density dead
end of solar energy. --

"--Getting power for your industry issimple. If you need more, just unroll afew more acres of
sunscreen. However, the solar flux isa congtant at any given distance from the sun. That iseasy to
forget unless you are designing a spaceship to explore Pluto. Once you have collected the energy that
falson agiven area, thereis not any moreto harvest. --"

"Sowe judt roll out more sunscreen,” Cowen said with more optimism than he felt.

Thing sat there for amoment, hisred eyes cast down at the ground benegth hisfeet. "--Y ou quickly
reach the point of diminishing returnsin space. The extraenergy collected isnot sufficient to offset the
extramass of the collector. --"

S0, we use sunscreens on Earth and devel op mobile sources of power for space.”

"--No, Robert. Y ou will not be ableto interest anyone elsein such aplan. The sunscreen istoo cheap,
too easy. Why would anyoneinvest in anew power source when you now have al the power you could
ever want at one-millionth the cost? Faceit, Robert. We have chained you to asingle star and here you
will remain. One day humanity will destroy itself, and the problem that you represent will be solved. --"

Cowen sat quietly, not surewhat to say. Findly, he spoke. "And you did thisto us, Thing?'

A great sadness flowed over him as Thing considered hisanswer. "--Alas, old friend, | did. | wasyoung
and ... you might say idedlistic, | suppose. | was much filled with the greatness of my race and our
rightful place as masters of the galaxy. | have seen much since that time. | have cometo regret my
actions, but as| told you so many years ago, | cannot change that which has already taken place.”

"Of courseyou can,” Cowen said.

"--No, my ship will return for me shortly after dark. | go homewith it to live out my last dayswith my
guilt. 1 fear my remaining yearswill not be many, for it weighs heavily on me. --"

"That was the last word he said to me, Joe," Cowen said, tearsonce morein hiseyes. "We sat in slence
al day, just feding each other's presence, remembering atime when we were both much younger. The
saucer came shortly after dark ashe said it would, and he was gone.”



For somereason, | found | had tearsin my own eyes. Must have been something intheair. 1 wiped
them clean as unobtrusively as | could. "Jeez, Mr. Cowen, you sure know how to end a story on the
downbest."

"Why do you think I've been on athree week bender, Joe? | have mortgaged the human race'sfuture.
Thing wasright. With the perfect energy source dready in hand, who isgoing to invest in some other
technology? Look at the government. They have spent their entire energy research budget for
twenty-five years perfecting ever better storage devices to smooth out the day/night cycle of sunscreen
power production. Theworld runs on sunscreen produced e ectricity or cryogenic hydrogen electrolyzed
from seawater by that same sunscreen produced dectricity.”

"Maybe you could convince them, Mr. Cowen. Tl them the story likeyou told it to me.”

Hegot alittle smile on hisface. He looked happier than at any time since he camein the place. He
glanced down and seemed to see the brandy for thefirgt timein about fifteen minutes. He picked up the
brandy, holding it up for atoast. | picked mine up aswell.

"To the human race, Joe," hesaid. "We're not licked yet!"
"Right!" | said, letting the forty-year-old brandy dide smoothly across my paate.
Therewasthe crash of two glasses hitting thefloor, just like in the movies.

The mood was quickly interrupted by the arrival of abig, black turbo limousine out front. Cowen looked
at it through the grimy front window and sighed. "Looks likeit's back to the old grindstone, Joe. How
much do | oweyou?'

| hit the total button on the computer and hisbill for the regular drinks flashed on the screen. | hesitated
about the brandy. Findly, | decided to charge him $2000 for the bottle. He did not even bat an eye, just
peeled off three bills and handed them to me. | gave him his change, which he dipped into the right hand
pocket of hisjacket. Then he reached into hiswallet, and extracted atenner note. He handed it across
the bar to me.

"Thisisfor you, Joe," hesaid. "For being such agood listener.”

| dropped my hands to my sides and shook my head dowly. "No thanks, Mr. Cowen. Itisnot that |
couldn't use ten thousand, because | could. That ismore than | make tending bar in acouple of months.
However, if | took that tip | would just be your bartender again. | would rather think of mysalf asyour
friend. If you do not mind, that is.

He nodded and put the bill back into hiswallet. "I understand, Joe. And thanks. | could useafriend.”
Heturned to leave and got hafway to the door before turning back. "I do leave atip for you, though. A
friendstip.”

"Friend'stip?’

"Hot insider news about the stock market. Y ou do play the market don't you?”

"Sure" | said. "Doesn't everybody?!

"It'snot common knowledge yet, Joe. Infact, | just made up my mind in your john back there.
Sunscreen Labsis going to start a crash program to develop both atotal mass-energy converter and a
garship hyperwave generator come Monday morning. Thing forgot something. When | was rummaging
around in hismind, | picked up ahdluvalot of miscelaneousfacts. One of them might be just the clue



we need. And you can bet your last dollar on onething, Joe."
"What's that, Mr. Cowen?"'

"Sunscreen Labswill be alot more efficient at finding the answer than the government would. We will
make the Manhattan Project and the Apollo Project look like they were run by anarchigts. After dl, |
know where| am going and | am anxiousto get there. | want to get out among the starswhile both
Thing and | aretill dive. | want to see the expression on his face when he discovers how I've
outsmarted him."

"Right you are, Mr. Cowen."

And right hewas!



