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Roger Zel azny. Lucifer

Carlson stood on the hill in the silent center of the city whose people
had di ed.

He stared up at the Building--the one structure that dwarfed every
hotel -grid, skyscraper-needle, or apartnent-cheesebox packed into all the
mles that lay around him Tall as a nountain, it caught the rays of the
bl oody sun. Sonmehow it turned their red into gol den halfway up its height.

Carl son suddenly felt that he shoul d not have conme back

It had been over two years, as he figured it, since |l ast he had been
here. He wanted to return to the nmountains now. One |ook was enough. Yet
still he stood before it, transfixed by the huge Building, by the |ong
shadow that bridged the entire valley. He shrugged his thick shoul ders then,
in an unsuccessful attenpt to shake off menories of the days, five (or was
it six?) years ago, when he had worked within the giant unit.

Then he «clinbed the rest of the way up the hill and entered the high,
wi de doorway.

Hi s fiber sandals cast a variety of echoes as he passed through the
deserted offices and into the long hallway that led to the belts.

The belts, of course, were still. There were no thousands riding them
There was no one alive to ride. Their deep belly-runble was only a noisy
phantom in his head as he clinbed onto the one nearest himand wal ked ahead
into the pitchy insides of the place.

It was |like a mausol eum There seened no ceiling, no walls, only the
soft _pat-pat_ of his soles on the flexible fabric of the belt.

He reached a junction and nounted a cross-belt, instinctively standing
still for a nmonent and waiting for the forward lurch as it sensed his
wei ght .

Then he chuckled silently and began wal ki ng agai n.

Wen he reached the lift, he set off to the right of it until his
menory led himto the maintenance stairs. Shoul dering his bundle, he began
the 1 ong, groping ascent.

He blinked at the 1light when he cane into the Power Room Filtered
through its hundred high wi ndows, the sunlight trickled across the dusty
acres of nachinery.

Carlson sagged against the wall, breathing heavily fromthe clinb.
After awhile he wi ped a workbench clean and set down his parcel

Then he removed his faded shirt, for the place would soon be stifling.
He brushed his hair fromhis eyes and advanced down the narrow netal stair
to where the generators stood, rowon row, like an army of dead, black
beetles. It took himsix hours to give themall a cursory check

He selected three in the second row and systematically began tearing
them down, cleaning them soldering their |oose connections wth the
auto-iron, greasing them oiling them and sweeping away all the dust,
cobwebs, and pieces of cracked insulation that lay at their bases.

Great rivulets of perspiration ran into his eyes and down along his
sides and thighs, spilling in little droplets onto the hot flooring and
vani shi ng qui ckly.

Finally, he put down his broom renpunted the stair and returned to his
parcel. He rempoved one of the water bottles and drank off half its contents.
He ate a piece of dried nmeat and finished the bottle. He allowed hinmself one
cigarette then, and returned to work.

He was forced to stop when it grew dark. He had planned on sleeping
right there, but the roomwas too oppressive. So he departed the way he had
come and sl ept beneath the stars, on the roof of a low building at the foot
of the hill.

It took him two nore days to get the generators ready. Then he began
work on the huge Broadcast Panel. It was in better condition than the
generators, because it had last been used tw years ago. Wereas the
generators, except for the three he had burned out last tinme, had slept for
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over five (or was it six?) years.

He soldered and wi ped and inspected until he was satisfied. Then only
one task remai ned.

Al'l the mai ntenance robots stood frozen in md-gesture. Carlson would
have to westle a three hundred pound power cube w thout assistance. If he
coul d get one down fromthe rack and onto a cart wi thout breaking a wist he
woul d probably be able to convey it to the Igniter without nmuch difficulty.
Then he would have to place it within the oven. He had al nost ruptured
hi nsel f when he did it two years ago, but he hoped that he was sonewhat
stronger--and |uckier--this tine.

It took him ten minutes to clean the Igniter oven. Then he |ocated a
cart and pushed it back to the rack.

One cube resting at just the right height, approximately eight inches
above the level of the cart's bed. He kicked down the anchor chocks and
moved around to study the rack. The cube lay on a downward-slanting shelf,
restrained by a two-inch nmetal guard. He pushed at the guard. It was bolted
to the shelf.

Returning to the work area, he searched the tool boxes for a wench.
Then he noved back to the rack and set to work on the nuts.

The guard cane 1o0ose as he was working on the fourth nut. He heard a
dangerous creak and threw hi nsel f back out of the way, dropping the wench
on his toes.

The cube slid forward, crushed the |oosened rail, teetered a bare
monent, then dropped with a resoundi ng crash onto the heavy bed of the cart.
The bed surface bent and began to crease beneath its weight; the cart swayed
toward the outside. The cube continued to slide wuntil over half a foot
projected beyond the edge. Then the cart righted itself and shivered into
st eadi ness.

Carl son sighed and ki cked | oose the chocks, ready to junp back should
it suddenly give way in his direction. It held.

G ngerly, he guided it up the aisle and between the rows of generators,
until he stood before the Igniter. He anchored the cart again, stopped for
water and a cigarette, then searched up a pinch bar, a snmall jack and a
long, flat netal plate.

He laid the plate to bridge the front end of the cart and the opening
to the oven. He wedged the far end in beneath the Igniter's doorfrane.

Unl ocki ng the rear chocks, he inserted the jack and began to raise the
back end of the wagon, slowy, working with one hand and hol di ng the bar
ready in his other.

The cart groaned as it nmoved higher. Then a sliding, grating sound
began and he raised it faster.

Wth a sound like the stroke of a cracked bell the cube tunbled onto
the bridgeway; it slid forward and to the left. He struck at it wth the
bar, bearing to the right with all his strength. About half an inch of it
caught against the | eft edge of the oven frame. The gap between the cube and
the frame was w dest at the bottom

He inserted the bar and heaved his wei ght against it--three tines.

Then it noved forward and canme to rest within the Igniter

He began to laugh. He laughed until he felt weak. He sat on the broken
cart, swinging his legs and chuckling to hinself, until the sounds comni ng
fromhis throat seened alien and out of place. He stopped abruptly and
sl amred t he door.

The Broadcast Panel had a thousand eyes, but none of them w nked back
at him He made the final adjustnents for Transmit, then gave the generators
their last check-out.

There was still sone daylight to spend, so he noved from w ndow to
wi ndow pressing the "Open" button set bel ow each sill.

He ate the rest of his food then, and drank a whol e bottle of water and
snoked two cigarettes. Sitting on the stair, he thought of the days when he
had worked with Kelly and Murchison and D insky, twisting the tails of
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electrons wuntil they wailed and | eapt out over the walls and fled down into
the city.

The cl ock! He renmenbered it suddenly--set high on the wall, to the left
of the doorway, frozen at 9:33 (and forty-eight seconds).

He noved a | adder through the twilight and nounted it to the clock. He
wi ped the dust away fromits greasy face with a sweeping, circular novenent.
Then he was ready.

He crossed to the Igniter and turned it on. Sonmewhere the
ever-batteries cane alive, and he heard a click as a thin, sharp shaft was
driven into the wall of the cube. He raced back up the stairs and sped

hand- over-hand up to the catwal k. He noved to a w ndow and wait ed.

"Cod," he nuttered, "don't let themblow Please don't--"

Across an eternity of darkness the generators began hummi ng. He heard a
crackle of static fromthe Broadcast Panel and he cl osed his eyes. The sound
di ed.

He opened his eyes as he heard the w ndow slide upward. Al around him
the hundred high w ndows opened. A snall |ight cane on above the bench in
the work area below him but he did not see it.

He was staring out beyond the w de drop of the acropolis and down into
the city. His city.

The lights were not like the stars. They beat the stars all to hell
They were the gay, regul arized constellation of a city where nen nmade their
hones: even rows of streetlanps, advertisenents, lighted windows in the

cheesebox-apartnments, a randomsolitaire of bright squares running up the
sides of skyscraper-needles, a searchlight swivelling its |um nous antenna
t hrough cl oudbanks that hung over the city.

He dashed to another wi ndow, feeling the high night breezes conb at his
beard. Belts were humming bel ow; he heard their wy mnonologues rattling
through the <city's deepest canyons. He pictured the people in their hones,
in theaters, in bars--talking to each other, sharing a comon anusenent,
playing clarinets, holding hands, eating an evening snack. Sleeping ro-cars
awakened and rushed past each other on the |levels above the belts; the
background hum of the city told himits story of production, of function, of
movenent and service to its inhabitants. The sky seened to wheel overhead,
as though the city were its turning hub and the universe its outer rim

Then the lights dimed from white to yellow and he hurried, wth
desperate steps, to another w ndow.

"No! Not so soon! Don't |leave ne yet!" he sobbed.

The w ndows cl osed thensel ves and the lights went out. He stood on the
wal k for a long tinme, staring at the dead enmbers. A snell of ozone reached
his nostrils. He was aware of a blue hal o about the dying generators.

He descended and crossed the work area to the | adder he had set agai nst
the wall.

Pressing his face against the glass and squinting for a long tinme he
coul d make out the position of the hands.

"Nine thirty-five, and twenty-one seconds," Carlson read.

"Do you hear that?" he called out, shaking his fist at anything.
"Ni nety-three seconds! | made you live for ninety-three seconds!"

Then he covered his face agai nst the darkness and was silent.

After a long while he descended the stairway, wal ked the belt, and
moved through the I ong hallway and out of the Building. As he headed back
toward the nountai ns he pronised hinsel f--again--that he would never return
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