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So Bright the Vision

Cifford D. Simak

The showoomwas in the decorous part of town, where Kenp Hart seldomfound hinself. It was a
Il ong way fromhis usual haunts and he was surprised to find that he had wal ked so far. In fact, he
woul d not have wal ked at all if his credit had been good at the Bright Star bar where his crowd
hung out.

As soon as he realized where he was he knew he should turn around and wal k rapidly away, for
he was out of place in this district of swank publishers, gold-plated warrens and fanous eateri es.
But the showoomheld him It would not let himgo. He stood in front of it in all his down-at-the-
heel s unkenpt ness, one hand thrust in a pocket, fugitively rubbing between thunb and finger the
two small coins that still remained to him

Behi nd the gl ass the nachi nes were shining-wonderful, the sort of nerchandi se that bel onged on
this svelte and perfunmed street. One machine in the corner of the showoom was bi gger and shinier
than the others and had about it a rare glint of conpetence. It had a massive keyboard for the
feeding in of data and it had a hundred slots or so for the working tapes and filns. It had a nood
control calibrated nore sensitively than any he had ever seen and in all probability a | ot of
other features that were not i nmmedi ately apparent.

Wth a machi ne such as that, Hart told hinself, a man coul d becone fanous al nbst automatically
and virtually overnight. He could wite anything he wi shed and he would wite it well and the
doors of the nobst snooty of the publishers would stand open to him

But much as he might wish to, there was no use of going in to see it. There was nothing to be
gai ned by even thinking about it. It was just something he could stand and | ook at from beyond the
show ooni s gl ass.

And yet, he told hinself, he had a perfect right to go in and look it over. There was not a
thing to stop him Nothing, at |east, beyond the sneer upon the salesman's face at the sight of
him- the silent, polite, well-disciplined contenpt when he turned and sl unk away.

He | ooked furtively up and down the street and the street was enpty. The hour was far too
early for this particular street to have cone to life, and it occurred to himthat if he just
wal ked in and asked to see the machine, it would be all right. Perhaps he could explain he did not
wish to buy it, but just to look at it. Maybe if he did that they wouldn't sneer at him Certainly
no one could object. There nust be a | ot of people, even rich and fanous people, who only cone to
| ook.

He edged al ong the show oom studying the machi nes and headi ng for the door, telling hinself
that he would not go in, that it was foolish to go in, but secretly knowi ng that he woul d.

He reached the door and opened it and stepped inside. The sal esman appeared al nost as if by
magi c.
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"The yarner in the corner,” Hart said. "I wonder if | mght -
"Most certainly," said the salesnan. "If you'll just conme along with ne."

In the corner of the showoom the sal esnman draped his arm across the nachine affectionately.

"I't is our newest nodel," he said. "W call it the O assic, because it has been designed and
engi neered with but one thought in mnd - the production of the classic. It is, we think, a vast
i nprovenent over our Best Seller Mdel, which, after all, is intended to turn out no better than
best sellers - even though on occasion it has turned out certain mnor classics. To be quite
honest with you sir, | would suspect that in al nost every one of those instances, it had been
souped up a bit, | amtold sone people are very clever that way."

Hart shook his head. "Not nme. I'mall thunbs when it cones to tinkering."

"In that case," said the salesman, "the thing for you to do is buy the best yarner that you
can. Used intelligently, there's virtually no limt to its versatility. And in this particular
nmodel the quality factor is much higher than in any of the others. Although naturally, to get the
best results you nust be selective in your character film and your narrative problemtapes. But
that needn't worry you. We have a |l arge stock of tapes and filns and sonme new npod and at nobsphere
fixers that are quite unique. They conme fairly high, of course, but - "

"By the way, just what is the price of this nodel ?"

"Ifs only twenty-five thousand," the salesman told himbrightly. "Don't you wonder, sir, how
it can be offered at so ridiculous a figure? The engineering that went into it is remarkable. W
worked on it for ten full years before we were satisfied. And during those ten years the
specifications were junked and redrawn tine and tine again to keep pace with our devel opnenta
research. "

He sl apped the shiny nmachine with a jubilant hand. "I can guarantee you, sir, that nowhere can
you get a product superior to this. It has everything. MIlions of probability factors have been
built into it, assuring you of sure-fire originality. No danger of stunmbling into the stereotype,
which is not true at all with so many of the cheaper nodels. The narrative bank al one is capable
of turning out an alnmost infinite nunber of situations on any particular thene and the character
devel oper has thousands of points of reference instead of the hundred or so you find in inferior
nodel s. The semantics section is highly selective and sensitive and you nmust not overlook - "

"It's a good machine," interposed Hart. "But it costs a bit too much. Now, if you had
sonmething else..."

"Most certainly, sir. We have many other nodels."
"Wl d you take a machine in trade?"

"dadly. What kind of machine do you have, sir?"
"An Aut o- Aut hor Ni nety-six."

The sal esman froze just slightly. He shook his head, half sadly, half in bew |derment. "Well
now, | don't knowif we could allow you nuch for that. It's a fairly old type of machine. Al nost
obsol ete."

"But you could give nme sonething?"

"I think so. Not a great deal, though."

"And tine paynent?"

"Yes, certainly. We could work something out. If you would give nme your nane."

Hart told himwhat it was.
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The sal esnan jotted it down and said, "Excuse nme a nonent, sir.

Hart stood for a nonent, |ooking after him Then, |ike a sneak thief in the night, he noved
softly to the front door and wal ked swiftly down the street.

There was no use in staying. No use at all of waiting for the salesman to conme back and shake
his hand and say, 'W're very sorry, sir.'

W' re very sorry, sir, because we've | ooked up your credit rating and it's absolutely
worthl ess. W checked your sales record and found you sold just one short story in the last six
nont hs.

"It was a nistake to go for a walk at all,"” Hart told hinmself, not wthout bitterness.

Downtown, in a section of the city far renoved fromthe gl anorous showoom Hart clinbed six
flights of stairs because the el evator was out of whack again.

Behi nd the door that said | RVING PUBLI CATI ONS, the preoccupi ed receptionist stopped filing her
nails | ong enough to nake a notion with her thunb toward the inner office.

"Go on in and see him" she said.

Ben Irving sat behind a heaped-up desk cluttered with manuscripts, proofs and | ayout sheets.
H s sleeves were rolled up to his el bows and he wore an eyeshade. He al ways wore the eyeshade and
that was one of the m nor nysteries of the place, for at no tine during the day was there |ight
enough in his dingy office to blind a self-respecting bat.

He | ooked up and blinked at Hart.

"Gad to see you, Kenp," he said. "Sit down. What's on your nind today?"

Hart took a chair. "I was wondering. About that |ast story that | sent you - "

"Haven't got around to it yet,'
way of expl anation.

said Irving. He waved his hand at the nmess upon his desk by

"Mary!" he shout ed.

The receptionist stuck her head inside the door

"CGet Hart's manuscript," be said, "and let MIlie have a ook at it"

Irving |l eaned back in his chair. "This won't take long," he said. "MI|lie's a fast reader."
"Il wait," said Hart.

"lI've got sonething for you," Irving told him "W're starting a new magazi ne, ained at the
tribes out in the Algol system They're a prinmtive sort of people, but they can read, Lord |ove
them W had the devil's own tinme finding soneone who could do the translations for us and it'l]l
cost nore than we like to pay to have the type set up. They got the damedest al phabet you ever
saw. We finally found a printer who had sonme in his fonts."

"What kind of stuff?" Hart asked.

"Sinmpl e humanoid," Irving replied. "Blood and thunder and a | ot of spectacle. Life is tough
and hard out there, so we have to give themsonething with plenty of color init that's easy to
read. Nothing fancy, mnd you."

"Sounds all right."

"Good basic hack," said Irving. "See how it goes out there and if it goes all right we'll nake
translations for some of the primtive groups out in the Capella region. Mnor changes, maybe, but
none too serious."
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He squinted neditatively at Hart.
"Not too rmuch pay. But if it goes over we'll want a lot of it"
"I'"ll see what | can do," said Hart "Any taboos? Anything to duck?"

"No religion at all,"” the editor told him "They've got it, of course, but it's so conplicated
that you'd better steer clear of it entirely. No nushy stuff. Love don't rate with them They buy
their woren and don't fool around with |ove. Treasure and greed would be good. Any standard
reference work will give you a line on that. Fantastic weapons - the nore gruesone the better
Bl oodshed, lots of it. Hatred, that's their dish. Hatred and vengeance and hell-for-I eather
living. And you sinply got to keep it noving."

"I'"ll see what | can do."
"That's the second tine you've said that."

"I"mnot doing so good, Ben. Once | could have told you _yes . Once | could have hauled it
over by the ton."

"Lost the touch?"

"Not the touch. The machine. My yarner is haywire. | mght just as well try to wite ny
stories by hand."

I rving shuddered at the thought.
"Fix it up," he said, "Tinker with it."
"I"'mno good at that. Anyhow, it's too old. Al nbst obsolete.”

"Well, do the best you can. I'd like to go on buying fromyou."

The girl came in. Wthout |ooking at Hart she laid the manuscript down upon the desk. From
where he sat, Hart could see the single word the nachi ne had stanped upon its face: REJECTED

"Enphatic," said the girl. "MIlie alnost stripped a gear."
Irving pitched the manuscript to Hart.

"Sorry, Kenp. Better luck next tine."

Hart rose, holding the manuscript in his hand. "I'lIl try this other thing," he said.

He started for the door.

"Just a minute," lrving said, his voice synpathetic.

Hart turned back

Irving brought out his billfold, stripped out two tens and held them out.

"No," said Hart, staring at the bills Iongingly.

"It's a loan," said the editor. "Danm it, man, you can take a loan. You'll be bringing ne somne
stuff.”

"Thanks, Ben. 1'Il renenber this."

He stuffed the bills into his pocket and made a swift retreat.
Bitter dust burned in his throat and there was a hard, cold lunp in the center of his belly.

_Got sonmething for you , Ben had said. _Good basic hack. _
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_Good basi c hack. _

So that was what he'd sunk tol!

Angel a Maret was the only patron in the Bright Star bar when Hart finally arrived there, with
nmoney in his pocket and a man-sized hankering for a glass of beer. Angela was drinking a weird
sort of pink concoction that |ooked positively poisonous. She had her gl asses on and her hair
ski nned back and was quite obviously on a literary binge. It was a shane, Hart thought. She could
be attractive, but preferred not to be.

The instant Hart joined her Bl ake, the bartender, canme over to the table and just stood there,
with his fists firmy planted on his hips.

"G ass of beer,” Hart told him

"No nmore cuff,"” Blake said, with an accusing stare.
"Who said anything about cuff? I'Il pay for it."

Bl ake scowl ed. "Since you're | oaded, how about paying on the bill?"

"I haven't got that kind of noney. Do | get the beer or don't |?"

Wat chi ng Bl ake waddl e back to the bar, Hart was glad he had had the foresight to stop and buy
a pack of cigarettes to break one of the tens. Flash a ten and Bl ake would be on it in a second
and have it chal ked against his bill.

" St aked?" Angel a asked sweetly.

"An advance," Hart told her, lying like a gentleman. "Irving has sonme stuff for me to do.
He'll need a lot of it. It doesn't pay too well, of course."

Bl ake cane with the beers and plunked it down on the table and waited pointedly for Hart to do
t he expected thing.

Hart paid himand he waddl ed of f.

"Have you heard about Jasper?" Angel a asked.

Hart shook his head. "Nothing recent,” he said. "Did he finish his book?"

Angela's face Iit up. "He's going on vacation. Can you imagine that? _H m_ going on vacation!"

"I don't see why not," Hart protested. "Jasper has been selling. He's the only one of us who
manages to stay | oaded week after week."

"But that's not it, Kenp. Wait until | tell you - it sinply is a scream Jasper thinks he can
wite better if he goes off on vacation.”
"Well, why not? Just |ast year Don went to one of those summer canps. That Bread Loaf thing,
as they call it."
"All they do there," she said, "is brush up on mechanics. It's a sort of refresher course on
the gadgetry of yarners. How to soup up the old heap so it'll turn out fresher stuff."
"I still don't see why Jasper can't take a vacation if he can afford it."

"You' re so dense,"” said Angela. "Don't you get the point at all?"

"I get the point all right. Jasper thinks there's still a human factor in our witing. He's
not entirely satisfied to get his facts out of a standard reference work or encycl opedia. He's not
content to let the yarner define an enotion he has never felt or the color of a sunset he has
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never seen. He was nuts enough to hint at that and you and the rest of them have been riding him
No wonder the guy is eccentric. No wonder he keeps his door locked all the tine."

"That | ocked door," Angela said cattily, "is synbolic of the kind of man he is."

"I"d lock nmy door,"” Hart told her. "I'd be eccentric too - if | could turn it out |ike Jasper
I'd wal k on nmy hands. |1'd wear a sarong. |'d even paint nmy face bright blue."

"You sound |ike you believe the same as Jasper does."

He shook his head. "No, | don't think the way he does. | know better. But if he wants to think
that way |let himgo ahead and think it."

"You do," she crowed at him "I can see it in your face. You think it's possible to be
i ndependently creative."

"No, | don't. | knowit's the machines that do the creating - not us. W're nothing but attic
tinkers. We're literary nechanics. And | suppose that's the way it should be. There is, naturally,
the yearning for the past. That's been evident in every age. The 'good ol d days' conplex. Back in
t hose days a work of fiction was wit by hand and human agony."

"The agony's still with us, Kenp."

He said, "Jasper's a nmechanic. That's what's wong with me. | can't even repair that junk-heap
of mne and you should see the way Jasper has his clunk souped up."

"You could hire soneone to repair it. There are firms that do excellent work."
"I never have the noney." He finished his beer

"What's that stuff you're drinking?" he asked. "Want anot her one?"

She pushed her glass away. "I don't like that ness," she said. "I'Il have a beer with you, if
you don't mind."

Hart signaled to Blake for two beers.

"What are you doi ng now, Angel a?" he asked. "Still working on the book?"

"Working up sonme filnms," she said.

"That's what 1'll have to do this afternoon. | need a central character for this Irving stuff.
Bi g and tough and boi sterous - but not too uncouth. I'lIl look along the riverfront."

"They comre high now, Kenp," she said. "Even those crunmy aliens are getting wise to us. Even
the ones from _way out . | paid twenty for one just the other day and he wasn't too hot, either."

"It's cheaper than buying made-up filns."
"Yes, | agree with you there. But it's a |lot nore work."
Bl ake brought the beer and Hart counted out the change into his waiting palm

"Cet sone of this newfilm" Angela advised. "It's got the old stuff beat forty different
ways. The delineation is sharper and you catch nore of the marginal factors. You get a nore
rounded picture of the character. You pick up all the nuances of the subject, so to speak. It
makes your people nore believable. |I've been using it."

"It comes high, | suppose," he said.
"Yes, it's a bit expensive," she admtted.
"I'"ve got a few spools of the old stuff. I'll have to get along with that."

"I"'ve an extra fifty you can have."
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He shook his head. "Thanks, Angela. I'll cadge drinks and bumneals and hit up for a
cigarette, but I'"'mnot taking a fifty you'll need yourself. There's none of us so solvent we can
| end soneone else a fifty."

"Well, | would have done so gladly. If you should change your mnd - "
"Want anot her beer?" Hart asked, cutting her short.
"I have to get to work."

"So have |," said Hart.

Hart clinbed the stairs to the seventh floor, then went down the corridor and knocked on
Jasper Hansen's door.

"Just a minute," said a voice fromwithin the room He waited for three nminutes. Finally a key
grated in the lock and the door was opened wi de.

"Sorry | took so long," apol ogi zed Jasper. "I was setting up sonme data and | couldn't quit.
Had to finish it."

Hart nodded. Jasper's explanation was understandable. It was difficult to quit in the mddle
of setting up sone data that had taken hours to assenble.

The roomwas small and littered. In one corner stood the yarner, a shining thing, but not as
shiny as the one he'd seen that nmorning in the uptown showoom A typewiter stood on a littered
desk, half covered by the litter. A long shelf sagged with the wei ght of dog-eared reference
wor ks. Bright-jacketed books were piled helter-skelter in a corner. A cat slept on an unnade bed.
A bottle of liquor stood on a cupboard beside a |oaf of bread. Dirty dishes were piled high in the
si nk.

"Heard you're going on vacation, Jasper," Hart said.
Jasper gave hima wary |look. "Yes, | thought I mght."
"I was wondering, Jasper, if you'd do sonething for ne.
"Just nane it."

"When you're gone, could | use your yarner?"

"Well, now, | don't know, Kenp. You see -

"Mne is busted and I haven't the cash to fix it. But |I've got a |ine on sonething. If you'd
|l et me use yours, | could turn out enough in a week or two to cover the repair bill."

"Well, now, " said Jasper, "you know |'d do anything for you. Anything at all. But that yarner -

I just can't let you use it. | got it jiggered up. There isn't a circuit in it that has renai ned
the way it was originally. There isn't a soul but nyself who could operate it. |If someone el se
tried to operate it they mght burn it out or kill thenselves or sonething."

"You could show nme, couldn't you?" Hart asked, alnost pleadingly.

"It's far too conplicated. |'ve tinkered with it for years," said Jasper
Hart managed a feeble grin. "lI'msorry, | thought - "

Jasper draped an arm around his shoul der. "Anything el se. Just ask ne anything."
"Thanks," said Hart, turning to go.

"Drink?"

"No, thanks," said Hart, and wal ked out of the door
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He clinbed two nore flights to the topnost floor and went into his room H's door was never
| ocked. There was nothing in it for anyone to steal. And for that matter, he wondered, what did
Jasper have that anyone ni ght want?

He sat down in a rickety chair and stared at his yarner. It was old and battered and ornery,
and he hated it.

It was worthl ess, absolutely worthl ess, and yet he knew he would have to work with it. It was
all he had. He'd slave and reason with it and kick it and swear at it and he'd spend sl eepl ess
nights with it. And gurgling and clucking with overweaning gratitude, it would turn out endless
reans of mediocrity that no one woul d buy.

He got up, and wal ked to the wi ndow. Far below lay the river and at the wharfs a dozen ships
were nmoored, disgorging rolls of paper to feed the hungry presses that thundered day and ni ght.
Across the river a spaceship was rising fromthe spaceport, with the faint blue flicker of the ion
stream wi sping fromthe tubes. He watched it until it was out of sight.

There were other ships, with their noses pointed at the sky, waiting for the signal - the
punched button, the flipped switch, the flicker of a piece of navigation tape - that would send
t hem boundi ng homeward. First out into the blackness and then into that other place of weird other-
wor | dness that annihilated tinme and space, setting at defiance the theoretic linmt of the speed of
light. Ships frommny stars, all come to Earth for one thing only, for the one conmobdity that
Eart hmen had to sell.

He pulled his eyes fromthe fascination of the spaceport and | ooked across the sprawling city,
the tunbl ed, canted, box-like rectangles of the district where he lived, while far to the north
shone the faerie towers and the nassive greatness of the fanpbus and the w se.

A fantastic world, he thought. A fantastic world to live in. Not the kind of world that H G
Well s and Stapl edon had dreaned. Wth themit had been a far wandering and gal actic enpire, a
glory and a greatness that Earth had sonmehow m ssed when the doors to space had finally been
opened. Not the thunder of the rocket, but the thunder of the press. Not the great and lofty
purpose, but the faint, quiet, persistent voice spinning out a yarn. Not the far sweep of new
pl anets, but the attic roomand the driving fear that the machine would fail you, that the tapes
had been used too often, that the data was all wrong.

He went to the desk and pulled all three of the drawers. He found the canera in the bottom one
beneath a pile of junk. He hunted for and found the filmin the niddle drawer, wapped in al um num
foil

Rough and tough, he thought, and it shouldn't be too hard to find a man |i ke that in one of
the dives along the riverfront, where the space crews on planet |eave squandered their pay checks.

The first dive he entered was oppressive with the stink of a group of spidery creatures from
Spi ca and he didn't stay. He grimaced distastefully and got out as fast as he could. The second
was repellently patronized by a few cat-like denizens of Dahib and they were not what he was
| ooki ng for.

But in the third he hit the jackpot, a dozen burly humanoi ds from Caph - great braw ing
creatures with a flair for extravagance in dress, a swashbuckling attitude and a prodi gi ous
appetite for lusty living. They were grouped about a large round table out in the center of the
room and they were whooping it up. They were pounding the table with their tankards and chivvying
the scuttling proprietor about and breaking into songs that they repeatedly interrupted with [ oud
tal k and argunent.

Hart slipped into an unoccupi ed booth and watched t he Caphi ans cel ebrate. One of them bigger
and | ouder and rowdi er than the rest, wore red trousers, and a bright green shirt. Looped
neckl aces of plati numand outl andi sh alien gens encircled his throat and glittered on his chest,
and his hair had not been trinmed for nonths. He wore a beard that was faintly satanic, and,
startlingly enough, his ears were slightly pointed. He | ooked |ike an ugly custoner to get into a
fracas with. _And so_, thought Hart, _he's just the boy | want. _
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The proprietor finally [unbered over to the booth.

"Beer,"said Hart. "A big glass."

"Buster," said the man, "no one drinks beer here."

"Well, then, what have you got?"

"I got _bocca_ and _igno_ and _hzbut_and _greno_ and -

_Bocca_," said Hart. He knew what _bocca_ was and he didn't recognize any of the others. Lord
knows what sone of themmight do to the human constitution. _Bocca_, at |east, one could survive.

The man went away and in a little while cane back with a mug of _bocca_. It was faintly
greenish and it sizzled just a little. Wiat was worse, it tasted |like a very dilute solution of
sul phuric acid.

Hart squeezed hinself back into the corner of the booth and opened his canmera case. He set the
canmera on the table, no farther forward than was necessary to catch G een Shirt in the |ens.
Sighting through the finder, he got the Caphian in focus, and then quickly pressed the button that
set the instrument in notion

Once that was done, he settled down to drinking _bocca_.

He sat there, gagging down the bocca_ and manipulating the canera. Fifteen minutes was all he
needed. A the end of fifteen mnutes Geen Shirt would be on film Probably not as good as if he
had been using the new fangl ed spools that Angela was using, but at |east he'd have him

The canera ground on, recording the Caphian's physical characteristics, his persona
mannerisns, his habits of speech, his thought processes (if any), his way of life, his background,
his theoretic reaction in the face of any circunstance.

Not three-dimensional, thought Hart, not too concise, nor too distinctive, not digging deep
into the character and anal yzing him- but good enough for the kind of tripe he'd have to wite
for Irving.

Take this joker and surround himwith a few other ruffians chosen haphazardly fromthe file.
Use one of the filns fromthe Deep Dark Villain reel, throwin an ingenious treasure situation and
a gl ob of violence, dreamup sonme God-awful background, and he'd have it, that is, if the yarner
wor ked. .

Ten m nutes gone. Just five nore to go. In five nore mnutes he'd stop the canmera, put it back
into its case, slip the case into his pocket and get out of the place as fast as he could. Wthout
causi ng undue notice, of course.

It had been sinple, he thought - nuch sinpler than he could possibly have inagi ned.
_They're getting on to us_, Angela had said. _Even these crumy aliens. _
Only three nore nminutes to go.

A hand cane down from nowhere, and picked up the camera. Hart swi vel ed around. The proprietor
stood directly behind him wth the canmera under his arm

_Good Lord_, thought Hart, | was watching the Caphians so closely |I forgot about this guy!

The proprietor roared at him "So! You sneak in here under false pretences to get your film
Are you trying to give ny place a bad nane?"

Swiftly Hart flung hinself out of the booth, one frantic eye on the door. There was just a
chance that he nmight make it. But the proprietor stuck out an expert foot and tripped him Hart
| anded on hi s shoul ders and sonersaul ted. He skidded across the floor, smashed into a table and
rolled half under it.
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The Caphi ans had cone to their feet and were |ooking at him He could see that they were
hopi ng he'd get his head bashed in.

The proprietor hurled the canera with great violence to the floor. It cane apart with an ugly,
splintering sound. The filmrolled free and snaked across the floor. The | ens wobbled crazily. A
spring cane unl oose from somewhere and went _zing . It stood out at an angle, quivering.

Hart gathered his feet beneath him and | eaped out fromthe table. The Caphians started noving
in on him- not rushing him not threatening himin any way. They just kept wal king toward hi mand
spreadi ng out so that he couldn't nake a dash for the door

He backed away, step by careful step, and the Caphians still continued their steady advance.

Suddenly he | eaped straight toward themin a direct assault on the center of the line. He
yell ed and | owered his head and caught Green Shirt squarely in the belly. He felt the Caphian
stagger and lurch to one side, and for a split second he thought that he had broken free.

But a hairy, rmnuscul ar hand reached out and grabbed himand flung himto the floor. Someone
ki cked him Soneone stepped on his fingers. Soneone el se picked himup and threw him - straight
t hrough the open door into the street outside.

He | anded on his back and skidded, with the breath conpletely knocked out of him He came to
rest with a jolt against the curbing opposite the place fromwhich he had been heaved.

The Caphians, the full dozen of them were grouped around the doorway, aroar wth boon ng
| aughter. They sl apped their thighs, and pounded one another on the back. They doubl ed over
shrieking. They shouted pleasantries and insults at him Half of the jests he did not understand,
but the ones that registered were enough to nmake his blood run col d.

He got up cautiously, and tested hinmsel f, He was considerably bruised and battered and his
clothes were torn. But seem ngly he had escaped any broken bones. He tried a few steps, |inping.
He tried to run and was surprised to find that he could.

Behi nd hi mthe Caphians were still laughing. But there was no telling at what nonent they
m ght cease to think that his predi canent was funny and start after himin earnest - for bl ood.

He raced down the street and ducked into an alley that led to a tangl ed square. He crossed the
square into another street w thout pausing for breath and went running on. Finally he becane
satisfied that he was safe and sat down on a doorstep in an alley to regain his breath and
carefully review the situation.

The situation, he realized, was bad. He not only had failed to get the character he needed; he
had | ost the camera, suffered a severe huniliation and barely escaped with his life.

There wasn't a thing that he could do about it. Actually, he told hinself, he had been
extremely lucky. For he didn't have a legal leg to stand on. He'd been entirely in the wong. To
filma character wi thout the perm ssion of the character's original was against the | aw

It wasn't that he was a | awbreaker, he thought. It wasn't as if he'd deliberately set out to
break the law. He'd been forced into it. Anyone who night have consented to serve as a character
woul d have demanded noney - nore noney than he was in a position to shell out.

But he did desperately need a character! He sinply had to have one, or face utter defeat.

He saw that the sun had set, and that twlight was drifting in. The day, he thought, had been
utterly wasted, and he had only hinself to bl ane.

A passing police officer stopped and | ooked into the alley.
"You," he said to Hart. "Wat are you sitting there for?"
"Resting," Hart told him

"Al'l right. You're rested. Now get a nove on."

file:/lIG|/rah/Clifford%20Simak%20-%20S0%20Bright%20the%20Vision.txt (10 of 32) [2/14/2004 12:09:57 AM]



file://1G)/rah/Clifford%20Si mak%620-%20S0%20Bright%20the%20Vision.txt

Hart got a nove on

He was nearing home when he heard the crying in the areaway between an apartment house and a
bi ndery. It was a funny sort of crying, a not-quite-human crying - perhaps not so nuch a crying as
a sound of grief and | oneliness.

He halted abruptly and stared around him The crying had cut off, but soon it began again. It
was a |ow and enpty crying, a hopeless crying, a crying to one's self.

For a nonent he stood undeci ded, then started to go on. But he had not gone three paces before
he turned back. He stepped into the areaway and at the second step his foot touched sonething
I ying on the ground.

He squatted and | ooked at the formthat lay there, crying to itself. It was a bundle - that
described it best - a huddled, |linp, sad bundle that npaned heartbrokenly.

He put a hand beneath it and lifted it and was surprised at howlittle weight it had. Hol ding
it firmy with one hand, he searched with the other for his lighter. He flicked the lighter and
the flame was feeble, but he saw enough to nmake his stomach flop. It was an old blanket with a
face that once had started out to be hunmanoid and then, for some reason, had been forced to change
its mnd. And that was all there was - a blanket and a face.

He thumbed the |ighter down and crouched in the dark, his breath rasping in his throat. The
creature was not only an alien. It was, even by alien standards, alnost incredible. And how had an
alien strayed so far fromthe spaceport? Aliens sel dom wandered. They never had the tinme to
wander, for the ships cane in, freighted up with fiction, and alnost inmediately took off again
The crews stayed close to the rocket berths, seldomventuring farther than the dives along the
riverfront.

He rose, holding the creature bundl ed across his chest as one would hold a child - it was not
as heavy as a child - and feeling the infant-like warmh of it against his body and a strange
conpani onship. He stood in the areaway while his mnd went groping back in an effort to unmask the
faint recognition he had felt. Somewhere, sonehow, it seened he once had heard or read of an alien
such as this. But surely that was ridiculous, for aliens did not cone, even the nost fantastic of
them as a living blanket with the senbl ance of a face.

He stepped out into the street and | ooked down to exanmi ne the face again. But a portion of the
creature's bl anket-body had draped itself across its features and he could see only a waving bl ur

Wthin two bl ocks be reached the Bright Star bar, went around the corner to the side door and
started up the stairs. Footsteps were descendi ng and he squeezed hinself against the railing to
| et the other person past.

"Kenp," said Angela Maret. "Kenp, what have you there?"
"I found it in the street," Hart told her

He shifted his arma little and the bl anket-body slipped and she saw the face. She noved back
against the railing, her hand going to her nouth to choke off a scream

"Kenp! How awful !'"
"I think that it is sick. It - "
'What are you going to do?"

"I don't know, " Hart said. "It was crying to itself. It was enough to break your heart. |
couldn't leave it there."

“I"Il get Doc Julliard."
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Hart shook his head. "That wouldn't do any good. Doc doesn't know any alien medicine. Besides,
he's probably drunk."

"No one knows any alien nedicine," Angela renminded him "Maybe we could get one of the
specialists uptown." Her face clouded. "Doc is resourceful, though. He has to be down here. Mybe
he could tell us - "

"Al'l right," Hart said. "See if you can rout out Doc."

In his roomhe laid the alien on the bed. It was no | onger whinpering. Its eyes were cl osed
and it seened to be asleep, although he could not be sure.

He sat on the edge of the bed and studied it and the nore he | ooked at it the | ess sense it
seened to make. Now he could see how thin the bl anket body was, how light and fragile. It amazed
himthat a thing so fragile could live at all, that it could contain in so i nadequate a body the
necessary physi ol ogi cal nmachinery to keep itself alive.

He wondered if it might be hungry and if so what kind of food it required. If it were really
ill how could he hope to take care of it when he didn't know the first basic thing about it?

Maybe Doc - But no, Doc would know no nore than he did. Doc was just like the rest of them
living hand to mouth, cadgi ng drinks whenever he could get them and practicing nedicine wthout
adequat e equi prrent and with a know edge that had stopped dead in its tracks forty years before.

He heard footsteps coming up the stairs - light steps and trudgi ng heavy ones. It had to be
Angel a with Doc. She had found himquickly and that probably neant he was sober enough to act and
think with a reasonabl e degree of coordination

Doc cane into the room followed by Angela. He put down his bag and | ooked at the creature on
t he bed.

"What have we here?" he asked and probably it was the first time in his entire career that the
smug doctorish phrase nmade sense

"Kenp found it in the street," said Angela quickly. "It's stopped crying now. "

"I's this a joke?" Doc asked, half wathfully. "If it is, young man, | consider it in the worst
possi ble taste.”

Hart shook his head. "It's no joke. | thought that you night know - "
"Well, | don't," said Doc, with aggressive bitterness.
He let go of the bl anket edge and it quickly flopped back upon the bed.

He paced up and down the roomfor a turn or two. Then he whirled angrily on Angela and Hart.

"l suppose you think that | should do sonething," he said. "I should at |east go through the
nmotions. | should act like a doctor. |'msure that is what you're thinking. | should take its
pul se and its tenperature and ook at its tongue and listen to its heart. Well, suppose you tel

me how | do these things. Were do | find the pulse? If | could find it, what is its normal rate?
And if | could figure out sone way to take its tenperature, what is the nornal tenperature for a
monstrosity such as this? And if you would be so kind, would you tell me how - short of dissection
- | could hope to locate the heart?"

He picked up his bag and started for the door.

"Anyone el se, Doc?" Hart pleaded, in a conciliatory tone. "Anyone who'd know?"

"l doubt it," Doc snapped.

"You nmean there's _no one_ who can do a thing? Is that what you're trying to say?"

"Look, son. Human doctors treat hunman beings, period. Wiy should we be expected to do nore?
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How often are we called upon to treat an alien? W're not _expected_to treat aliens. Oh,

possi bly, once in a while some specialist or researcher may dabble in alien nmedicine. But that is
the correct nane for it - just plain dabbling. It takes years of a man's life to learn barely
enough to qualify as a human doctor. How nmany lifetines do you think we should devote to curing
al i ens?"

"All right, Doc. Al right."

"And how can you even be sure there's. something wong with it?"
"Way, it was crying and | quite naturally thought - "

"I't m ght have been | onesone or frightened or grieving. It mght have been lost."
Doc turned to the door again.

"Thanks, Doc," Hart said.

"Not at all." The old man hesitated at the door. "You don't happen to have a dollar, do you?
Sonmehow, | ran a little short."

"Here," said Hart, giving hima bill.

"Il return it tonorrow," Doc prom sed. He went clunping down the stairs.

Angel a frowned. "You shouldn't have done that, Kenp. Now he'll get drunk and you'll be
responsi ble. "

"Not on a dollar," Hart said confidently. "That's all you know about it. The kind of stuff Doc
drinks - "

"Let himget drunk then. He deserves a little fun." "But - " Angela notioned to the thing upon
t he bed.

"You heard what Doc said. He can't do anything. No one can do anything. Wwen it wakes up - if
it wakes up

- it may be able to tell us what is wong with it. But I'"mnot counting on that."
He wal ked over to the bed and stared down at the creature. It was repul sive and abhorrent and

not in the | east humanoid. But there was about it a pitiful loneliness and an incongruity that
made a catch cone to his

t hr oat .
"Maybe | should have left it in the areaway,"” he said. "I started to walk on. But when it
began to cry again | went back to it. Maybe | did wong bothering with it at all. I haven't hel ped

it any. If 1'd left it there it m ght have turned out better. Sone other aliens may be | ooking for
it by now "

"You did right," said Angela. "Don't start in fighting with windmlls."

She crossed the roomand sat down in a chair. He went over to the w ndow and stared sonberly
out across the city.

"What happened to you?" she asked. "Nothing."
"But your clothes. Just look at your clothes.”
"l got thrown out of a dive. | tried to take sone film™"

"Wthout paying for it.

"I didn't have the noney."
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"I offered you a fifty."

"I know you did. But | couldn't take it. Don't you understand, Angela? | sinply couldn't take
it. "

She said softly, "You re bad off, Kenp.

He swung around, outraged. She hadn't needed to say that. She had no right to say it. She - He
caught hinmself up before the words cane tunbling out

She had a right. She'd offered hima fifty - but that had been only a part of it. She had the
right to say it because she knew that she could say it. No one else in all the world could have
felt the way she did, about him

"I can't wite," he said. "Angela, no matter how !l try, | can't make it come out right. The
machi ne is haywire and the tapes are threadbare and nost of them are patched."

"What have you had to eat today?"

"I had the beers with you and | had some _bocca_.

"That isn't eating. You wash your face and change into sone different clothes and we'll go
downstairs and get you sone food."

"l have eating noney."

"I know you have. You told ne about the advance fromlrving."
"It wasn't an advance."
"I know it wasn't, Kenp."

"What about the alien?"

“I't'"ll be all right - at least |ong enough for you to get a bite to eat. You can't help it by
standi ng here. You don't know how to help it."

"I guess you're right."
"OfF course | am Now get going and wash your dirty face. And don't forget your ears."

Jasper Hansen was alone in the Bright Star bar. They went over to his table and sat down.
Jasper was finishing a dish of sauerkraut and pig' s knuckles and was drinking wine with it, which
seenmed a bit bl asphenous.

"Where's everyone el se?" asked Angela. "There's a party down the street," said Jasper
"Someone sold a book."

"Someone that we know?"

"Hell, no," Jasper said. "Just someone sold a book. You don't have to know a guy to go to his
party when he sells a book."

"I didn't hear anything about it.

"Neither did the rest of the bunch. Soneone |ooked in at the door and hollered about the party
and everyone took off. Everyone but nme. | can't nonkey with no party. |'ve got work to do."

"Free food?" asked Angel a.

"Yeah. Don't it beat you, though. Here we are, honorable and respected craftsmen, and every
one of us will break a leg to grab hinself a sandwich and a drink."

"Times are tough," said Hart.
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"Not with me," said Jasper. "I keep working all the tinme."
"But work doesn't solve the nmain problem™
Jasper regarded himthoughtfully, tugging at his chin.

"What else is there?" he demanded. "Inspiration? Dedication? Genius? Go ahead and nane it. W
are rnechani cs, man. W got machines and tapes. W went into top production two hundred years ago.
We nechani zed so we could go into top production so that people could turn out books and stories
even if they had no talent at all. W got a job to do. W got to turn out tons of drivel for the
whol e dam gal axy. W got to keep them drooling over what is going to happen next to sl oe-eyed
Anni e, queen of the far-flung spaceways. And we got to shoot up the lad with her and patch himup
and shoot himup and patch himup and..."

He reached for an evening paper, opened it to a certain page and thunped his fist upon it.

"Did you see this?" he asked. "The Classic, they call it. Guaranteed to turn out nothing but a
classic.”

Hart snatched the paper fromhimand there it was, the wondrous yarner he had seen that

nmorni ng, confronting himin all its glory fromthe center of a full-page

"Pretty soon," said Jasper, "all you'll need to wite is have a | ot of nbney. You can go out
and buy a machine like that and say turn out a story and press a button or flip a switch or naybe
simply kick it and it'll cough out a story conplete to the final exclamation point.

"I't used to be that you could buy an ol d beat-up nachine for, say, a hundred dollars and you
could turn out any quantity of stuff - not good, but sal able. Today you got to have a high-priced
machi ne and an expensive canera and a |ot of special tape and film Someday," he said, "the human
race will outwit itself. Soneday it will nechanize to the point where there won't be room for
humans, but only for machines.™

"You do all right," said Angel a.

"That's because | keep dinging ny nachine up all the tine. It don't give ne no rest. That
pl ace of mine is half study and half machi ne shop and | know as nuch about electronics as | do
about narration."”

Bl ake cane shuffling over

"What' Il it be?" he grow ed.

"I'"ve eaten," Angela told him "All | want is a glass of beer."

He turned to Hart. "How about you" he denmanded.

"Gve nme sonme of that stuff Jasper has - wi thout the w ne.

"No cuff," said Bl ake.

"Damm it, who said anything about cuff? Do you expect nme to pay you before you bring it?"
"No," said Blake. "But immediately, after | bring it."

He turned and shuffled off.

"Sonme day," said Jasper, "there has to be a linmt to it. There nmust be alimt to it and we
must be reaching it. You can only mechani ze so far. You can assign only so nmany human activities
and duties to intelligent nachi nes. Wio, two hundred years ago, would have said that the witing
of fiction could have been reduced to a nmatter of nechani cs?"

"Who, two hundred years ago,"” said Hart, "could have guessed that Earth could gear itself to a
literary culture? But that is precisely what we have today. Sure, there are factories that build
the machi nes we need and | unbernen who cut the trees for pulp and farmers who grow the food, and
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all the other trades and skills which are necessary to keep a culture operative. But by and | arge
Earth today is principally devoted to the production of a solid streamof fiction for the alien
trade. "

"It all goes back to one peculiar trait," said Jasper. "A nost unlikely trait to work - as it
does - to our great advantage. W just happen to be the galaxy's only liars. In a mass of stars
where truth is accepted as a universal constant, we are the one exception."

"You make it sound so horrible," protested Angel a.

"I suppose | do, but that's the way it is. W could have becone great traders and ski nned al
and sundry until they got wise to us. We could have turned our talent for the untruth into many
di fferent channel s and nmaybe even avoi ded getting our heads bashed in. But instead we drifted into
the one safe course. Qur |ying becane an easy virtue. Now we can lie to our hearts' content and
they lap it up. No one, nowhere, except right here on Earth, ever even tried to spin a yarn for
sinple entertainment, or to point a noral or for any other reason. They never attenpted it because
it would have been a lie, and we are the only liars in the universe of stars.”

Bl ake brought the beer for Angela and the pig knuckles for Hart. Hart paid himout of hand.

"I"ve still got a quarter left," he said. "Have you any pie?"

"Apple."

"Here," said Hart, "I'Il pay you in advance."

"First," went on Jasper, "it was told by mouth. Then it was wit by hand and nowit's

fabricated by nachi ne.

But surely that's not the end of it. There nust be sonmething el se. There nust be another way,
a better way. There nust be anot her step.”

"I would settle for anything," said Hart. "Any way at all. I'd even wite by hand if | thought
I could go on selling."

"You can't!" Angela told him sharply. "Wy, its positively indecent to even joke about it.
You can say it as a joke just anong the three of us, but if | ever hear you - "

Hart waved his hand. "Let it go. |'msorry that | said it."

"OfF course,"” said Jasper, "it's a great testinonial to the cleverness of Man, to the
adaptability and resourceful ness of the human race. It is a sonmewhat | udicrous application of big
busi ness nmethods to what had al ways been considered a personal profession. But it works. Sone day,
| have no doubt, we may see the witing business run on production lines, with fiction factories
runni ng double shifts."

"No," Angela said. "No, you're wong there, Jasper. Even with the mechanization, it's stil
the | oneliest business on Earth."

"It is," agreed Jasper. "But | don't regret the loneliness part. Maybe | should, but | don't."

"It's a lousy way to nake a living," said Angela, with a strange half-bitterness in her voice.
"What are we contributing?”

"You are maki ng people happy - if you can call sone of our readers people. You are supplying
entertai nnent."

"And the noble ideas?"
"There are even a few of those."

"It's nore than that," said Hart. "More than entertai nnent, nore than great ideas. It's the
nmost i nnocent and the deadliest propaganda in all of human history. The old witers, before the
first space flight, glorified far wanderi ng and gal actic conquest and |I thing that they were
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justified. But they missed the nost inportant devel opnment conpletely. They couldn't possibly
foresee the way we would do it - with books, not battleships. W're softening up the galaxy with a
constant stream of human thought. Qur words are reaching farther than our spaceships ever could.”

"That's the point | want to nake," Jasper said, triunmphantly. "You hit the point exactly. But

if we are to tell the galaxy a story it must be a _human_ story. If we sell thema bill of goods
it nust be a human bill of goods. And how can we keep it human if we relegate its telling to
machi nes?"

"But they're human machi nes," objected Angel a.

"A machine can't be purely human. Basically a nachine is universal. It could be Caphian as
wel|l as human, or Al debaran or Draconian or any other race. And that's not all. W |et the nachine
set the norm The one virtue of nechanics is that it sets a pattern. And a pattern is deadly in
literary matters. It never changes. It keeps on using the sane old linmp plots in many different
gui ses.

"Maybe at the nonent it nakes no difference to the races who are reading us, for as yet they
have not devel oped anything approaching a critical faculty. But it should nake some difference to
us. It should nmake sone difference in the light of a certain pride of workmanship we are supposed
to have. And that is the trouble with machines. They are destroying the pride in us. Once witing
was an art. But it is an art no longer. It's nachine-produced, like a factory chair. A good chair,
certainly. Good enough to sit on, but not a thing of beauty or of craftsmanship or - "

The door crashed open and feet pounded on the floor

Just inside the door stood Green Shirt and behind him grinning fiendishly, his band of
Caphi ans.

Green Shirt advanced upon them happily, with his arns flung wide in greeting. He stopped
besi de Hart's chair and cl apped a massive hand upon hi s shoul der

"You recall ne, don't you?" he asked in slow and careful English.

"Sure," Hart said, gulping. "Sure, |I renenber you. This is Mss Maret and over there is M.
Hansen. "
Green Shirt said, with precise bookishness, "So happy, | assure you."

"Have a seat," said Jasper.

"Jad to," said Green Shirt, hauling out a chair. Hs necklaces jingled nusically as he sat
down.

One of the other Caphians said sonmething to himin a rapid-fire alien tongue. G een Shirt
answered curtly and waved toward the door. The others marched outside.

"He is worried," Geen Shirt said. "W will slow- how do you say it - we will slow the ship
They cannot |eave without us. But | tell himnot to worry. The captain will be glad we slowthe
shi p when he see what we bring back."

He | eaned forward and tapped Hart upon the knee. "I look for you," he said. "I |ook high and
wi de. "

"Who is this joker?" Jasper asked.
"Joker?" asked Green Shirt, frowning

"A termof great respect,’
the stories?"

Hart hastily assured him "So," said Green Shirt. "You all wite

"Yes. Al three of us."

"But _you_wite them best."
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"I wouldn't say that exactly. You see -
"You wite the wild and woolly stories? The bang- bangs?"

"Yeah. | guess I'mguilty."

Green Shirt | ooked apologetic. "Had I known, we would not fromthe tavern have thrown you out.
It was just big fun. W did not know you wite the stories. Wen we find out who you are we try to

catch you. But you run and hide."
"Just what is going on here, anyhow?" Angel a denanded.
Green Shirt whooped for Bl ake.
"Set themup," he shouted. "These are ny friends. Set up the best you have."
"The best | have," Blake said icily, "is Irish whiskey and that costs a buck a shot."

"I got the cash," said Green Shirt. "You get this nanme | cannot say, and you will get your
cash. "

He said to Hart, "I have a surprise for you, nmy friend. W love the witers of the bang-bangs.

We read them _always . We get much stinmulation.”
Jasper guf fawed.
Green Shirt swung about in amazenent, his bushy brows contracting.

"He's just happy,"” Hart explained, quickly. "He likes Irish whiskey."

"Fine," said Green Shirt, beaming. "You drink all you wish. I will give the cash. It is - how

do you say - on ne."

Bl ake brought the drinks and Green Shirt paid him

"Bring the container," he said.

"The cont ai ner ?"

"He means the bottle."

"That'l| be twenty dollars," said Bl ake.

"So," said Green Shirt, paying him
They drank the whiskey and Green Shirt said to Hart, "My surprise is that you cone with us."

"You mean in the ship?"

"W have never had a real live witer on our planet. You will have a good tine. You will stay

and wite for us.
"Well," said Hart, "I'mnot sure - "

"You try to take the picture. The tavern man explain it all to us. He say it is against the
law. He say if | conplain it will come big trouble."

"You can't do it, Kenp," protested Angela. "Don't let this big hyena bluff you. We'IlIl_ pay
your fine."

"W not conplain," said Geen Shirt, gently. "W just with you nmop up the condemmed pl ace."

Bl ake brought the bottle and thunped it down in the center of the table. Green Shirt picked it

up and filled their glasses to the brim
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"Drink up," he said and set a fine exanple.

He drank and Green Shirt filled his glass again. Hart picked up his glass and twirled it in
his fingers.

There had to be a way out of this ness, he told hinmself. It was absurd that this thundering
barbarian fromone of the farther suns should be able to walk into a bar and tell a man to conme
along with him

However, there was no percentage in stirring up a fight - not with ten or el even Caphi ans
wai ting just outside.

"I explainit to you," said Green Shirt. "I try hard to explain it well so that you will - so
that you will "

"Understand," supplied Jasper Hansen

"I thank you, Hansen man. So you w |l understand. W get the stories only shortly ago. Many of
the other races got themlong ago, but with us it is new and nost wonderful. It takes us - how
woul d you say - out of ourselves. W get many things fromother stars, useful things, things to
hold in the hand, things to see and use. But fromyou we get the going of far places, the doing of
great deeds, the thinking of great thoughts."

He filled the glasses all around again. "You understand?" Geen Shirt asked. They nodded
"And now we go."

Hart rose slowy to his feet. "Kenp, you can't!" screanmed Angela. "You shut the nouth," said
Green Shirt.

Hart marched through the door and out into the street. The other Caphians oozed out of dark
al | eyways and surrounded him

"OFf we go," said Green Shirt, happily. "It gives big tinme on Caph.”
Hal fway to the river, Hart stopped in the mddle of the street.

"I can't do it," he said.

"Can't do what?" asked Green Shirt, proddi ng himal ong.

"I let you think," said Hart, "that | was the man you wanted. | did it because |'d like to see
your planet. But it isn't fair. |I'mnot the man you want."

"You wite the bang-bangs, do you not? You think up the wild and wool | i es?"

"Certainly. But not really good ones. Mne aren't the kind where you hang on every word.
There's another man who can do it better.”

" _This_ man we want," said Geen Shirt. "Can you tell us where to find hinP"

"That's easy. The other nan at the table with us. The one who was so happy when you ordered
whi skey. "

"You mean the Hansen man?"
"He is the one, exactly."
"He wite the bang-bangs good?"

"Much better than | do. He's a genius at it." Green Shirt was overconme with gratitude. He
hugged Hart to himin an extravagant expression of good wll.

"You fair," he said. "You fine. It was nice of you to tell us."
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A w ndow banged up in a house across the street and a man stuck his head out.

"I'f you guys don't break it up," he bellowed, "I'Il call the cops."

"We shatter the peace," sighed Green Shirt "It is a queer |aw you have."
The wi ndow banged down agai n.

Green Shirt put a friendly hand upon Hart's shoulder. "W love the wild and woollies," he said
gravely. "'"We want the very best. W thank you. We find this Hansen nan."

He turned around and | oped back up the street, followed by his ruffians.
Hart stood on the corner and watched them go. He drew a deep breath and let it slowy out.

It had been easy, he told hinself, once you got the angle. And it had been Jasper, actually,
who had given himthe angle. _Truth Is regarded as a universal constant_, Jasper had said. _W are
the only liars. _

It had turned out tough on Jasper - a downright dirty trick. But the guy wanted to go on
vacation, didn't he? And here was the prospect of a travel jaunt which would be really worthwhile.
He'd refused the use of his nmachine and he had guffawed insultingly when G een Shirt had asked
about the wild and woollies. If ever a guy had it comng to him Jasper Hansen was that guy.

And above and beyond all that, he always kept his door |ocked - which showed a contenptible
suspicion of his fellow witers.

Hart swung about and wal ked rapidly away in an opposite direction. Eventually he'd go back
hone, he told hinself. But not right now. Later on he'd go, when the dust had settled slightly.

It was dawn when Hart clinbed the stairs to the seventh floor and went down the corridor to
Jasper Hansen's door. The door was | ocked as usual. But he took out of his pockets a thin piece of
spring steel he'd picked up in a junkyard and did sonme judicious prying. In the matter of seconds,
the I ock clicked back and the door swung open

The yarner squatted in its corner, a bright and |ovely sight.

Ji ggered up, Jasper had affirmed. If someone el se ever tried to use it, it would very likely
burn out or kill him But that had been just talk, just cover-up for his pig-headed selfishness.

Two weeks, Hart told hinself. If he used his head he should be able to operate it w thout
suspicion for at least two weeks. It would be easy. Al he'd have to say was that Jasper had told
himthat he could borrow it any tinme he wished. And if he was any judge of character, Jasper would
not be returning soon

But even so, two weeks would be all the tine he'd need. In two weeks, working day and ni ght,
he could turn out enough copy to buy hinself a new nachi ne.

He wal ked across the roomto the yarner and pulled out the chair that stood in front of it.
CalmMy he sat down, reached out a hand and patted the instrunment panel. It was a good machine. It
turned out a lot of stuff - good stuff. Jasper had been selling steadily. Good old yarner_, Hart
sai d.

He dropped his finger to the switch and flipped it over. Nothing happened. Startled, he
flipped it back, flipped it on again. Still nothing happened.

He got up hastily to check the power connection. There was no power connection! For a shocked
nonment, he stood rooted to the floor

Jiggered up, Jasper had said. Jiggered up so ingeniously that it could dispense with power?

It just wasn't possible. It was unthinkable. Wth funbling fingers, he lifted the side panel
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and peered inside.

The machine's innards were a nmess. Half of the tubes were gone. Qthers were burned out, and
the wiring had been ripped | oose in places. The whole relay section was covered with dust. Sone of
the metal, he saw, was rusty. The entire nmachine was just a pile of junk

He repl aced the panel wi th suddenly shaking fingers, reeled back blindly and collided with a
table. He clutched at it and held on tight to still the shaking of his hands, to steady the nad
roaring in his head.

Jasper's machine wasn't jiggered up. It wasn't even in operating condition..

No wonder Jasper had kept his door |ocked. He lived in nortal fear that soneone would find out
that be wote by hand!

And now, despite the dirty trick he'd played on a worthy friend, Hart was no better off than
he had been before. He was faced with the same old problenms, with no prospect of overcom ng them
He still had his own beaten-up machi ne and nothing nore. Maybe it woul d have been better if he had
gone to Caph.

He wal ked to the door, paused there for an instant, and | ooked back. On the littered desk he
coul d see Jasper's typewiter carefully half-buried by the litter, and giving the exact inpression
that it was never used.

Still, Jasper sold. Jasper sold al nost every word he wote. He sold - hunched over his desk
with a pencil in his hand or hanmering out the words on a nuted typewiter. He sold w thout using
the yarner at all, but keeping it all bright and polished, an enpty, useless thing. He sold by
using it as a shield against the banter and the disgust of all those others who talked so glibly
and relied so nmuch upon the netal and the magi c of the ponderous contraption.

_First it was told by nouth_, Jasper had said that very evening. _Then it was wit by hand.
Now it's fabricated by machine. _

And what's next, he'd asked - as if he had never doubted that there would be somethi ng next.

_What next?_ thought Hart. WAs this the end and all of Man - the noving gear, the clever gl ass
and netal, the adroit electronics?

For the sake of Man's own dignity - his very sanity - there _had_to be a next. Mechanics, by
their very nature, were a dead end. You could only get so clever. You could only go so far

Jasper knew that. Jasper had found out. He had discarded the nechanistic aid and gone back to
hand agai n.

G ve a work of craftsmanship sonme econonmic value and Man would find a way to turn it out in
quantity. Once furniture had been constructed lovingly by artisans who produced works of art that
woul d last with pride through many generations. Then the machine had come and Man had turned out
furniture that was purely functional, furniture that had little lasting value and no pride at all

And witing had followed the sane pattern. It had pride no longer. It had ceased to be an art,
and become a conmodity.

But what was a man to do? What _coul d_ he do? Lock his door |ike Jasper and work through
lonely hours with the bitter taste of nonconformity sharp within his mnd, tornenting him night
and day?

Hart wal ked out of the roomwith a look of torment in his eyes. He waited for a second to hear
the lock click hone. Then he went down the hall and slowy clinbed the stairs.

The alien - the blanket and the face - was still lying on the bed. But now its eyes were open
and it stared at himwhen he cane in and cl osed the door behind him
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He stopped just inside the door and the cold mediocrity of the room- all of its meanness and
its poverty - rose up to clog his nostrils. He was hungry, sick at bean and lonely, and the
yarner in the corner seened to nock him

Thr ough the open wi ndow he could hear the runble of a spaceship taking off across the river
and the hooting of a tug as it warped a ship into a wharf.

He stunbled to the bed.

"Move over, you," he said to the wi de-eyed alien, and tunbled down beside it. He turned his
back to it and drew his knees up against his chest and | ay huddl ed there.

He was right back where he'd started just the other nmorning. He still had no tape to do the
job that Irving wanted. He still had a busted up hayw re nachine. He was w thout a canera and he
wonder ed where he coul d borrow one - although there would be no sense of borrowing one if he
didn't have the noney to pay a character. He'd tried once to take a filmby stealth and he
woul dn't try again. It wasn't worth the risk of going to prison for three or four years.

_We love the wild and woollies_, Green Shirt had said. _Fromthemwe get the going of far
pl aces. _

And while with Green Shirt it would be the bang-bangs and the wild and woollies, with sone
other race it would be a different type of fiction - race after race finding in this strange
product of Earth a new world of enchantnent. The far places of the mind, perhaps - or the far
pl aces of enotion. The basic differences were not too inportant

Angel a had said it was a | ousy way to make a |iving.

But she had only been letting off steam Al witers at tines said approximtely the sane
thing. In every age nen and woren of every known profession at some tinme nmust have said that
theirs was a lousy way to nake a living. At the nonent they m ght have neant it, but at other
tinmes they knew that it was not |ousy because it was inportant.

And witing was inportant, too - trenendously inportant. Not so nmuch because it neant the
"going of far places," but because it sowed the seed of Earth - the seed of Earth's thinking and
of Earth's logic - anobng the nyriad stars.

They are out there waiting, Hart thought, for the stories that he would never wite.

He would try, of course, despite all obstacles. He might even do as Jasper had done,
scribbling nadly with a sense of shane, feeling anachronistic and i nadequate, dreading the day
when someone would ferret out his secret, perhaps by deducing froma certain eccentricity of style
that it was not machine-witten.

For Jasper was w ong, of course. The trouble was not with the yarners nor with the principle
of mechanistic witing. It was with Jasper hinself - a deep psychopathic quirk that nade a rebe
of him But even so he had renmained a fearful and a hidden rebel who | ocked his door and kept his
yarner polished, and carefully covered his typewiter with the litter on his desk so no one would
suspect that he ever used it.

Hart felt warmer now and he seened to be no | onger hungry and suddenly he thought of one of
those far places that Geen Shirt had tal ked about It was a grove of trees and a brook ran through
the grove. There was a sense of peace and cal mand a touch of majesty and for-everness about it.
He heard birdsong and snelled the sharp, spice-like scent of water running in its nossy banks. He
wal ked among the trees and the Gothic shape of them made the place seemlike a church. As he
wal ked he formed words within his nind - words put together so feelingly and so rightly and so
carefully that no one who read them coul d m stake what he had to say. They woul d know not only the
sight of the grove itself, but the sound and the snell of it and the foreverness that filled it to
overfl ow ng.

But even in his exaltation he sensed a threat within the Gothic shape and the feeling of
foreverness. Some lurking intuition told himthat the grove was a place to get away from He tried
for a nonent to renenber how he had gotten there, but there was no nmenory. It was as if he had
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become familiar with the grove only a second or two before and yet he knew that he had been
wal ki ng beneath the sun-dappl ed foliage for what nust have been hours or days.

He felt a tingling on his throat and raised a hand to brush it off and his hand touched
sonet hing small and warmthat brought himupright out of bed.

H s hand tightened on the creature's neck. He was about to rip it fromhis chest when suddenly
he recalled, full-blown, the odd circunstance he had tried to renenber just the night before.

H's grip relaxed and he let his hand drop to his side. He stood beside the bed, in the warm
famliarity of the room and felt the confort of the blanket-creature upon his back and shoul ders
and around his throat.

He wasn't hungry and he wasn't tired and the sickness that he'd felt had sonmehow di sappear ed.
He wasn't even worried and that was nobst unusual, for he was custonarily worried.

Twel ve hours before he had stood in the areaway with the bl anket creature in his arnms and had
sought to pry out of a suddenly stubborn nmind an explanation for the strange sense of recognition
he'd experienced - the feeling that sonewhere he had read or heard of the crying thing he'd found.
Now, with it clasped around his back and clinging to his throat, he knew.

He strode across the room with the blanket creature clinging to him and took a book down
froma narrow, six foot shelf. It was an old and tattered book, worn snooth by many hands, and it
al nost slipped fromhis clasp as he turned it over to read the title on the spine:

_Fragnents from Lost Witings._

He reversed the volune and began to | eaf through its pages. He knew now where to find what he
was | ooking for. He renenbered exactly where he had read about the thing upon his back

He found the pages quickly enough - a few sal vaged paragraphs from sone story, witten | ong
ago and | ost,

He ski pped the first two pages, and canme suddenly upon the paragraphs he want ed:

_Anmbitious vegetables, the Iife blankets waited, probably only obscurely aware of what they
were waiting for. But when the humans came the long, long wait was over. The life bl anket nade a
deal with men. And in the last anaylsis they turned out to be the greatest aid to galactic
expl oration that had ever been discovered. _

And there it was, thought Hart - the old, smug, pat assurance that it would be the humans who
would go into the galaxy to explore it and make contact with its denizens and carry to every
pl anet they visited the virtues of the Earth.

_Wth a life blanket draped |ike a bobtailed cloak around his shoulders, a man had no need to
worry about being fed, for the Iife blanket had the strange ability to gather energy and convert
it into food for the body of its host.

It becane, in fact, alnpst a second body - a watchful, fussy, quasiparental body that watched
over the body of its host, keeping nmetabolismin balance despite alien conditions, rooting out
i nfections, playing the role of nother, cook and family doctor conbined.

But in return the bl anket becane, in a sense, the double of its host. Shedding its hunmdrum
veget abl e exi stence, it becane vicariously a nman, sharing all of its host's enpotions and
intelligence, living the kind of life it never could have lived if left to itself.

And not content with this fair trade, the blankets threwin a bonus, a sort of dividend of
gratitude. They were storytellers and i mginers. They could imagine anything - literally anything
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at all. They spent |long hours spinning out tall yarns for the anusement of their hosts, serving as
a shield agai nst boredom and | oneliness. _

There was nore of it, but Hart did not need to read on. He turned back to the beginning of the
fragment and he read: _Author Unknown. GCirca 1956.

Si x hundred years ago! Six hundred years - and how could any nman in 1956 have known?
The answer was he couldn't.

There was no way he could have known. He'd sinply dreaned_ it up. And hit the truth dead
center! Some early witer of science fiction had had an inspired vision!

There was sonet hing coming through the grove and it was a thing of utter beauty. It was not
humanoid and it was not a nonster. It was sonmething no man had ever seen before. And yet despite
the beauty of it, there was a deadly danger in it and sonething one nust flee from

He turned around to flee and found hinmself in the center of the room
"Al'l right," he said to the blanket. "Let's cut it out for now W can go back later."

_We can go back later and we can nake a story of it and we can go many other planes and make
stories of them too. | won't need a yarner to wite those kind of stories, for | can recapture
the excitement and splendor of it, and link it all together better than a yarner could. | have
been there and lived it, and that's a setup you can't beat._

And there it was! The answer to the question that Jasper had asked, sitting at the table in
the Bright Star bar.

What next ?

And this was next: a synbiosis between Man and an alien thing, imgined centuries ago by a man
whose very nane was | ost.

It was al nost, Hart thought, as if God had placed H s hand agai nst his back and propelled him
gently onward, for it was utterly fantastic that he should have found the answer crying in an
areaway between an apartnent house and a bindery.

But that did not matter now. The inportant thing was that he'd found it and brought it home -
not quite knowi ng why at the time and wondering | ater why he had even bothered with it.

The inportant thing was that _now_was the big pay..

He heard footsteps conming up the stairs and turning down the hall. Alarnmed by their rapid
approach he reached up hastily and snatched the bl anket from his shoulders. Frantically he | ooked
about for a place to hide the creature. O course! H s desk. He jerked open the bottom drawer and
stuffed the blanket into it, ignoring a slight resistance. He was kicking the drawer shut when
Angel a cane into the room

He could see at once that she was burned up
"That was a lousy trick," she said. "You got Jasper into a |lot of trouble.”
Hart stared at her in consternation. "Trouble? You nean he didn't go to Caph?"

"He's down in the basenent hiding out. Blake told me he was there. | went down and tal ked to

him™"
"He got away from then?" Hart appeared badly shaken

"Yes. He told themthey didn't want a man at all. He told them what they wanted was a machine
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and he told them about that glittering wonder - that Cassic nodel - in the shop uptown."
"And so they went and stole it."

"No. If they had it would have been all right. But they bungled it. They smashed the glass to
get at it, and that set off an alarm Every cop in town cane tearing after them"

"But Jasper was all -
"They took Jasper with themto show them where it was."
Sorre of the color had returned to Hart's face. "And now Jasper's hiding fromthe | aw "

"That's the really bad part of it. He doesn't know whether he is or not. He's not sure the
cops even saw him Wat he's afraid of is that they might pick up one of those Caphi ans and sweat
the story out of him And if they do, Kenp Hart, you have a |lot to answer for."

"Me? Way, | didn't do a thing - "

"Except tell themthat Jasper was the nman they wanted. How did you ever nmke them believe a
line like that?"

"Easy. Renenber what Jasper said. Everyone else tells the truth. We're the only ones who |ie.
Until they get wise to us, they'll believe every word we say. Because, you see, no one else tells
anything but the truth and so -"

"Ch, shut up!" Angela said inmpatiently.

She | ooked around the room "Were's that blanket thing?" she asked.

"I't nust have left. Maybe it ran away. When | cane hone it wasn't here.”
"Haven't you any idea what it was?"

Hart shook his head. "Maybe it's just as well it's gone," he said. "It gave nme a queasy
feeling."

"You and Doc! That's another thing. This nei ghborhood' s gone crazy. Doc is stretched out dead
drunk under a tree in the park and there's an alien watching him It won't |et anyone cone near
him It's as if it were guarding him or had adopted himor sonething."

"Maybe it's one of Doc's pink el ephants conme to actual life. You know, dreama thing too often
and - "

"It's no elephant and it isn't pink. It's got webbed feet that are too big for it and | ong,
spindly legs. It's sone thing like a spider, and its skinis warts. It has a triangular head wth
six horns. It fairly nakes you crawl just to look at it."

Hart shuddered. Ordinary aliens could be all right but a thing like that - "Wnder what it
wants of Doc."” "Nobody seens to know. It won't talk.” "Maybe it can't talk."” "You know all aliens
talk. At |east enough of our |anguage to make thensel ves understood. O herw se they wouldn't cone
here. "

"It sounds reasonable,” said Hart. "Maybe It's acquiring a second-hand jag just sitting there
besi de Doc."

"Sonetines," said Angela, "your sense of hunor is positively disgusting."
"Li ke witing books by hand."

"Yes," she said. "Like witing books by hand. You know as well as | do that people just don't
talk about witing anything by hand. It's Iike - well, it's like eating with your fingers or
bel ching in public or going wthout clothes."
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"Al'l right," he said, "all right. I'lIl never nention it again."
After she had left, Hart sat down and gave some serious thought to his situation.

In many ways he'd be a lot |ike Jasper, but he wouldn't mind if he could wite as well as
Jasper.

He'd have to start |ocking his door. He wondered where his key was . He never used it and now
he'd have to | ook through his desk the first chance he got, to see if he couldn't locate it. If he
couldn't find it, he'd have to have a new key nade, because he couldn't have people walking in on
hi m unexpectedly and catching hi mwearing the blanket or witing stuff by hand.

Maybe, be thought, it mght be a good idea to nove. It would be hard at tines to explain wy
all at once be had started to | ock his door. But he hated the thought of noving. Bad as it was,
he'd gotten used to this place and it seened |ike hone.

Maybe, after he started selling, he should talk with Angela and see how she felt about noving
inwith him Angela was a good kid, but you couldn't ask a girl to nove in with you when you were
al ways wonderi ng where the next neal was coming from But now, even if he didn't sell, he'd never
have to worry where his next meal was coming from He wondered briefly if the blanket could be
shared as a food provider by two persons and he wondered how in the world he'd ever nanage to
explain it all to Angela.

And how had that fell ow back in 1956 ever thought of such a thing? How many of the other wld
i deas concocted out of tortuous nental efforts and enpty whi skey bottles mght be true as well? -

A drean? An idea? A glinmer of the future? It did not matter which, for a man had thought of
it and it had cone true. How many of the other things that Man had thought of in the past and
woul d think of in the future would al so beconme the truth?

The idea scared him

That "going of far places." The reaching out of the inmagination. The influence of the witten
word, the thought and power behind it. It was deadlier than a battleship, he'd said, How
everlastingly right he had been

He got up and wal ked across the roomand stood in front of the yarner. It leered at him He
stuck out his tongue at it.

"That for you," he said,
Behi nd himhe heard a rustle and hastily whirled about.

The bl anket had somehow nmanaged to ooze out of the desk drawer and it was heading for the
door, reared upon the nether folds of its flinsy body. It was slithering along in a jerky fashion
i ke a wounded seal

"Hey, you!" yelled Hart and made a grab at it. But he was too late. A being - there was no
other word for it - stood in the doorway and the bl anket reached it and slithered swiftly up its
body and plastered itself upon its back

The thing in the doorway hissed at Hart: "I lose it. You are so kind to keep it. | amyvery
grateful ."

Hart stood transfi xed.

The creature was_ a sight. Just like the one which Angel a had seen guardi ng Doc, only
possibly a little uglier. It had webbed feet that were three tinmes too big for it, so that it
seenmed to be wearing snowshoes, and it had a tail that curved ungracefully halfway up its back.

It had a nel on-shaped head with a triangular face, and six horns and there were rotating eyes
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on the top of each and every horn

The nonstrosity dipped into a pouch that seened to be part of its body, and took out a roll of
bills.

"So snall a reward,” it piped and tossed the bills to Hart.

Hart put out a hand and caught them absentm ndedly.

"W go now," said the being. "We think kind thoughts of you."

It had started to turn around, but at Hart's bellow of protest it sw vel ed back

"Yes, good sir?"

"This - blanket - this thing I found. Wat about it?"

"W make it."

"But it's alive and - "

The thing grinned a nurderous grin. "You so clever people. You think it up. Many tines ago."
"That story!"

"Quite so. W read of it. W nake it. Very good idea."

"You can't nean you actually - "

"We biologist. Wiat you call them - biologic engineers."”
It turned about and started down the hall

Hart how ed after it. "Just a mnute! Hold up there! Just a mn - "

But it was going fast and it didn't stop. Hart thundered after it. Wen he reached the head of
the stairs and glanced down it was out of sight. But he raced after it, taking the stairs three at
atine in defiance of all the |laws of safety.

He didn't catch it. In the street outside he pulled to a halt and |ooked in all directions but
there was no sign of it. It had conpletely disappeared.

He reached into his pocket and felt the roll of bills he had caught on the fly. He pulled the
roll out and it was bigger than he remenbered it. He snapped off the rubber band, and exani ned a
few of the bills separately. The denonination on the top bill, in galactic credits, was so big it
staggered him He riffled through the entire sheaf of bills and all the denoni nations seened to be
t he sane.

He gasped at the thought of it, and riffled through them once again. He had been right the
first time - all the denomi nations _were_ the sanme. He did a bit of rapid calculation and it was
strictly unbelievable. In credits, too - and a credit was convertible, roughly, into five Earth
dol l ars.

He had seen credits before, but never actually held one in his hand. They were the currency of
gal actic trade and were widely used in interstellar banking circles, but seldomdrifted down into
general circulation. He held themin his hand and took a good | ook at them and they sure were
beauti ful .

The bei ng nmust have i mreasurably prized that blanket, he thought - to give himsuch a fabul ous
sumsinply for taking care of it. Although, when you cane to think of it, it wasn't necessarily
so. Standards of wealth differed greatly fromone planet to another and the fortune he held in his
hands mi ght have been little nore than pocket noney to the bl anket's owner

He was surprised to find that he wasn't too thrilled or happy, as he should have been. Al he
seened to be able to think about was that he'd | ost the bl anket.
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He thrust the bills into his pocket and wal ked across the street to the little park. Doc was
awake and sitting on a bench underneath a tree. Hart sat down beside him

"How you feeling, Doc?" he asked.

"I"'mfeeling all right, son," the old man repli ed.
"Did you see an alien, like a spider wearing snowshoes?"

"There was one of themhere just a while ago. It was here when | woke up. It wanted to know
about that thing you'd found."

"And you told it."

"Sure. Wy not? It said it was hunting for it. | figured you'd be glad to get it off your
hands. "

The two of themsat silently for a while.
Then Hart asked, "Doc, what would you do if you had about a billion bucks?"

"Me," said Doc, without the slightest hesitation, "1'd drink nyself to death. Yes, sir, |I'd
drink nyself to death real fancy, not on any of this rotgut they sell in this end of town."

And that was the way it went, thought Hart. Doc would drink hinmself to death. Angela would go
in for arty salons and the | atest styles. Jasper nore than likely would buy a place out in the
mount ai ns where he coul d be away from peopl e.

And e, thought Hart, what will | do with a billion bucks - give or take a nillion?

Yesterday, last night, up until a couple of hours ago, he would have traded in his soul on the
Cl assi c yarner.

But now it seened all sour and of f beat.

For there was a better way - the way of synbiosis, the teami ng up of Man and an alien biologic
concept .

He renenbered the grove with its Gothic trees and its sense of foreverness and even yet, in
the brightness of the sun, he shivered at the thought of the thing of beauty that had appeared
anong the trees.

That was, he told hinself, a surely better way to wite - to know the thing yourself and wite
it, tolive the yarn and wite it.

But he had | ost the blanket and he didn't know where to find another. He didn't even know, if
he found the place they came from what he'd have to do to capture it.

An alien biologic concept, and yet not entirely alien, for it had first been thought of by an
unknown man six centuries before. A man who had witten as Jasper wwote even in this day, hunched
above a table, scribbling out the words he put together in his brain. No yarner there - no tapes,
no films, none of the other gadgets. But even so that unknown man had reached across the msts of
time and space to touch another unknown mind and the Iife blanket had cone alive as surely as if
Man hinmsel f had nmade it.

And was that the true greatness of the human race - that they could imagine something and in
time it would be so?

And if that were the greatness, could Man afford to delegate it to the turning shaft, the
spi nni ng wheel, the clever tubes, the innards of machi nes?

"You woul dn't happen," asked Doc, "to have a dollar on your'
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"No," said Hart, "I haven't got a dollar."
"You're just like the rest of us," said Doc. "You dream about the billions and you haven't got
a dinme."

Jasper was a rebel and it wasn't worth it. Al the rebels ever got were the bl oody noses and
t he broken heads.

"l sure could use a buck," said Doc.

It wasn't worth it to Jasper Hansen and it wasn't worth it to the others who nust al so | ock
their doors and polish up their never-used machi nes, so that when someone happened to drop in
they'd see them standi ng there.

_And it isn't worth it to ne_, Kenp Hart told hinself. Not when by continuing to conform he
coul d becone fanous al nost automatically and virtually overnight.

He put his hand into his pocket and felt the roll of bills and knew that in just a little
while he'd go uptown and buy that wonderful machine. There was plenty in the roll to buy it. Wth
what there was in that roll he could buy a shipload of them

"Yes, sir," said Doc harking back to his answer to the billion dollar question. "It would be a
pl easant death. A pleasant death, indeed."

A gang of worknmen were replacing the broken wi ndow when Hart arrived at the uptown show oom
but he scarcely nore than glanced at them and wal ked strai ght inside.

The sane sal esman seened to materialize fromthin air.

But he wasn't happy. H s expression was stern and a little pained.

"You' ve conme back, no doubt,"” he said, "to place an order for the Cassic."
"That is right,"” said Hart and pulled the roll out of his pocket.

The sal esnan was wel | -trai ned. He stood wal |l eyed for just a second, then recovered his
conmposure with a speed which nust have set a record

"That's fine," he said. "I knew you'd be back. | was telling sone of the other nen this
nmorni ng that you would be coming in."

| just bet you were_, thought Hart.

"I suppose,"” he said, "that if | paid you cash you woul d consider throwing in a rather
generous supply of tapes and filns and some of the other stuff | need.”

"Certainly, sir. I'll do the best I can for you."
Hart peeled off twenty-five thousand and put the rest back in his pocket.

"Wn't you have a seat," the salesman urged. "I'Il be right back. I'Il arrange delivery and
fix up the guarantee..,"

"Take your time," Hart told him enjoying every mnute of it.

He sat down in a chair and did a little planning. First he'd have to nove to better quarters
and as soon as he had noved he'd have a dinner for the cromd and he'd rub Jasper's nose in it.
He'd certainly do it - if Jasper wasn't tucked away in jail. He chuckled to hinself, thinking of
Jasper cringing in the basenent of the Bright Star bar

And this very afternoon he'd go over to Irving's office and pay himback the twenty and
explain howit was he couldn't find the tinme to wite the stuff he wanted.
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Not that he wouldn't have liked to help Irving out.

But it would be sacrilege to wite the kind of junk that Irving wanted on a machi ne as
talented as the O assic.

He heard footsteps comng hurriedly across the floor behind himand he stood up and turned
around, smling at the sal esnman

But the sal esman wasn't sniling. He was cl ose to apopl exy.

"You!" said the sal esnan, choking just a little in his attenpt to renmain a gentleman. "That
noney! \W've had enough from you, young man."

"The nmoney," said Hart. "Wy, it's galactic credits. It..."

"It's play noney," storned the sal esman. "Mney for the kids. Play noney fromthe Draconi an
federation. It says so, right on the face of it. In those big characters."

He handed Hart the noney.

"Get out of herel" the sal esman shouted.

"But," Hart pleaded, "are you sure? It can't be! You nust be nistaken - "

"Qur teller says it is. He has to be an expert on all sorts of nmoney and _he says it is!_
"But you took it. You couldn't tell the difference."

"I can't read Draconian. But the teller can."

"That damm alien!" shouted Hart in sudden fury. "Just let ne get nmy hands on him"
The sal esman softened just a little.

"You can't trust those aliens, sir. They are a sneaky lot..

"CGet out of ny way," Hart shouted. "l'vee got to find that alien!"

The man at the Alien bureau wasn't very hel pful

"We have no record,” he told Hart, "of the kind of creature you describe. You wouldn't have a
photo of it, would you?"

"No," said Hart. "I haven't got a photo."
The man started piling up the catal ogs he had been | ooki ng through

"Of course," he said, "the fact we have no record of himdoesn't nean a thing. Admttedly, we
can't keep track of all the various people. There are so many of them and new ones all the tine.
Per haps you night inquire at the spaceport. Soneone ni ght have seen your alien."”

"I've already done that. Nothing. Nothing at all. He nust have come in and possibly have gone
back, but no one can renenber him O maybe they won't tell."

"The aliens hang together," said the nman. "They don't tell you nothing."
He went on stacking up the books. It was near to quitting tinme and he was anxious to be off.
The man said, jokingly, "You mght go out in space and try to hunt himup."

"I mght do just that," said Hart and left, slanm ng the door behind him

Joke: You mght go out in space and find him You m ght go out and track himacross ten
thousand |ight-years and anong a million stars. And when you found himyou mght say | want to
have a bl anket and he'd | augh right in your face.
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But by the time you' d tracked himacross ten thousand |ight-years and anong a mllion stars
you'd no | onger need a blanket, for you would have lived your stories and you woul d have seen your
characters and you woul d have absorbed ten thousand backgrounds and a mllion atnospheres.

And you'd need no yarner and no tapes and filnms, for the words woul d be pul sing at your
fingertips and pounding in your brain, shrieking to get out.

Joke: Toss a backwoods yokel a fistful of play noney for sonething worth a million. The foo
woul dn't know the difference until he tried to spend it. Be a big shot cheap and then go off in a
corner by yourself and die | aughing at how superior you are.

And who had it been that said humans were the only liars?

Joke: Wear a bl anket around your shoul ders and send your ships to Earth for the drivel that
they wite there - never know ng, never guessing that you have upon your back the very thing
that's needed to break Earth's nonopoly on fiction

_And that , said Hart, _is a joke on you. _

_If I ever find you, I'Il cramit down your throat._

Angel a cane up the stairs bearing an offering of peace. She set the kettle on the table. "Sone
soup, " she said. "I'mgood at meki ng soup.”

"Thanks, Angela," he said. "I forgot to eat today."
"Why t he knapsack, Kenp? Going on a hiker?"

"No, going on vacation."
"But you didn't tell nme."

"I just now made up ny nind to go. Alittle while ago."

"I"'msorry I was so angry at you. It turned out all right. Geen Shirt and his gang nade their
get anay. "

"So Jasper can cone out."
"He's already out. He's plenty sore at you."

"That's all right with ne. 1'mno pal of his." She sat down in a chair and watched hi m pack
"Where are you goi ng, Kenp?"

“I''mhunting for an alien."

"Here in the city? Kenp, you'll never find him"
"Not in the city. I'll have to ask around."

"But there aren't any aliens - "
"That's right."

"You're a crazy fool," she cried. "You can't do it, Kenp. | won't let you. Howwll you live?

What will you do?"
"I wite. "
"Wite? You can't wite! Not without a yarner."

"I''l'l wite by hand. Indecent as it may be, I'Il wite by hand because |I'Il know the things
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wite about. It'Il be in nmy blood and at ny fingertips. I'll have the snell of it and the col or of
it and the taste of it!"

She | eaped fromthe chair and beat at his chest with tiny fists.
"It's filthy! It's uncivilized! It's - "
"That's the way they wote before. All the nmillions of stories, all the great ideas, all the

phrases that you love to quote. And that is the way it should have stayed. This is a dead-end
street we're on."

"You'll cone back," she said. "You'll find that you are wong and you'll conme back."
He shook his head at her. "Not until | find ny alien."
"It isn't any alien you are after. It is sonething else. | can see it in you."

She whirled around and raced out the door and down the stairs.

He went back to his packing and when he had finished, he sat down and ate the soup. Angela, he
t hought, was right. She was good at naki ng soup

And she was right in another thing as well. It was no alien he was seeking.
For he didn't need an alien. And he didn't need a blanket and he didn't need a yarner

He took the kettle to the sink and washed it beneath the tap and dried it carefully. Then he
set it in the center of the table where Angela, when she cane, would be sure to see it

Then he took up the knapsack and started slowy down the stairs.

He had reached the street when he heard the cry behind him It was Angela and she was running
after him He stopped and waited for her.

"I'mgoing with you, Kenp."

"You don't know what you're saying. It'll be rough and hard. Strange |ands and alien people
And we haven't any noney."

"Yes, we have. W have that fifty. The one | tried to loan you. It's all | have and it won't
go far, I know. But we have it."

"You're | ooking for no alien.”

"Yes, | am |I'mlooking for an alien, too. Al of us, | think, are |ooking for your alien."
He reached out an arm and swept her roughly to him held her close against him

"Thank you, Angela," he said.

Hand i n hand they headed for the spaceport, |ooking for a ship that would take themto the
stars.
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