ALPHA RALPHA BOULEVARD

Here we see the very begi nning of the Rediscovery of Man—the great undertaki ng
of Lord Jestocost and Lady Alice—+to restore man's right to freedom to risk,
to uncertainty and even to death. The Storm a painting by Pierre-Auguste Cot,
i nspired the scene on Al pha Ral pha Boul evard. Macht is, perhaps, one of the
evil Vonmact s—but perhaps not. And the Abba D ngo, perplexingly, may be a
bastardi zed Semitic-cum Aussie slang for "Father of Lies ... "

W were drunk with happiness in those early years. Everybody was, especially

t he young people. These were the first years of the Rediscovery of Man, when
the Instrumentality dug deep in the treasury, reconstructing the old cultures,
the ol d | anguages, and even the old troubles. The nightnmare of perfection had
taken our forefathers to the edge of suicide. Now under the | eadership of the
Lord Jestocost and the Lady Alice Mre, the ancient civilizations were rising
like great |and nasses out of the sea of the past.

I nyself was the first man to put a postage stanp on a letter, after fourteen
t housand years. | took Virginia to hear the first piano recital. W watched at
t he eye-machi ne when chol era was rel eased in Tasmania, and we saw t he
Tasmani ans dancing in the streets, now that they did not have to be protected
any nore. Everywhere, things becane exciting. Everywhere, nen and wonen wor ked

with a wild will to build a nore inperfect world.
I nyself went into a hospital and came out French. O course | renenbered ny
early life; |I remenbered it, but it did not matter. Virginia was French, too

and we had the years of our future lying ahead of us like ripe fruit hangi ng
in an orchard of perpetual sunmers. W had no i dea when we woul d die.

Formerly, | would be able to go to bed and think, "The government has given ne
four hundred years. Three hundred and seventy-four years fromnow, they will
stop the stroon injections and I will then die." Now | knew anything coul d
happen. The safety devices had been turned off. The diseases ran free. Wth

l uck, and hope, and love, | mght live a thousand years. O | night die
tonorrow. | was free.

W revelled in every monent of the day.

Virginia and | brought the first French newspaper to appear since the Most
Ancient Wrld fell. W found delight in the news, even in the advertisenents.
Sone parts of the culture were hard to reconstruct. It was difficult to talk
about foods of which only the names survived, but the homunculi and the

machi nes, working tirelessly in Downdeep-downdeep, kept the surface of the
world filled with enough novelties to fill anyone's heart with hope. W knew
that all of this was nmake-believe, and yet it was not. W knew that when the
di seases had killed the statistically correct number of people, they would be
turned of f; when the accident rate rose too high, it would stop w thout our
knowi ng why. We knew that over us all, the Instrumentality watched. W had
confidence that the Lord Jestocost and the Lady Alice Mxre would play with us
as friends and not use us as victins of a gane.

Take, for exanple, Virginia. She had been called Menerinma, which represented
t he coded sounds of her birth nunmber. She was small, verging on chubby; she
was conpact; her head was covered with tight brown curls; her eyes were a
brown so deep and so rich that it took sunlight, with her squinting against
it, to bring forth the treasures of her irises. | had known her well, but
never known her. | had seen her often, but never seen her with ny heart, unti
we net just outside the hospital, after beconm ng French

| was pleased to see an old friend and started to speak in the A d Comon
Tongue, but the words jammed, and as | tried to speak it was not Menerina any
| onger, but someone of ancient beauty, rare and strange-sonmeone who had
wandered into these latter days fromthe treasure worlds of tine past. All
could do was to stammer:

"What do you call yourself now?" And | said it in ancient French

She answered in the same | anguage, "Je mappelle Virginie."

Looking at her and falling in |ove was a single process. There was sonet hing
strong, something wild in her, wapped and hidden by the tenderness and youth



of her girlish body. It was as though destiny spoke to ne out of the certain
brown eyes, eyes which questioned ne surely and wonderingly, just as we both
guestioned the fresh new world which | ay about us.

"May 1?" said |, offering her my arm as | had |learned in the hours of
hypnopedi a. She took ny arm and we wal ked away fromthe hospital

| hummred a tune which had come into my nmind, along with the ancient French

| anguage.

She tugged gently on nmy arm and smiled up at ne.

"What is it," she asked, "or don't you know?"

The words cane soft and unbidden to ny lips and | sang it very quietly, muting
my voice in her curly hair, half-singing half-whispering the popul ar song

whi ch had poured into ny mind with all the other things which the Redi scovery
of Man had given ne:

She wasn't the woman | went to seek. | net her by the merest chance. She did
not speak the French of France, But the surded French of Martinique.

She wasn't rich. She wasn't chic. She had a nost entrancing gl ance, And that
was al |

Suddenly | ran out of words, "I seemto have forgotten the rest of it. It's
called ' Macouba' and it has something to do with a wonderful island which the
anci ent French called Martinique."

"I know where that is," she cried. She had been given the sane nenories that |
had. "You can see it from Earthport!"

This was a sudden return to the world we had known. Earthport stood on its
singl e pedestal, twelve miles high, at the eastern edge of the small
continent. At the top of it, the lords worked am d machi nes whi ch had no
nmeani ng any nore. There the ships whispered their way in fromthe stars. | had
seen pictures of it, but |I had never been there. As a matter of fact, | had
never known anyone who had actually been up Earthport. Wy should we have
gone? W m ght not have been wel cone, and we coul d al ways see it just as well
t hrough the pictures on the eye-machine. For Menerima—famliar, dully

pl easant, dear little Meneri ma—to have gone there was uncanny. |t made ne
think that in the Od Perfect Wirld things had not been as plain or forthright
as they seened.

Virginia, the new Menerima, tried to speak in the O d Common Tongue, but she
gave up and used French instead:

"My aunt," she said, neaning a kindred | ady, since no one had had aunts for

t housands of years, "was a Believer. She took nme to the Abba-dingo. To get
hol i ness and | uck."

The old me was a little shocked; the French ne was disquieted by the fact that
this girl had done sonething unusual even before mankind itself turned to the
unusual . The Abba-di ngo was a | ong-obsol ete conputer set part way up the

col um of Earthport. The hormunculi treated it as a god, and occasionally
people went to it. To do so was tedious and vul gar

O had been. Till all things became new agai n.

Keepi ng the annoyance out of ny voice, | asked her:

"What was it |ike?"

She | aughed lightly, yet there was a trill to her laughter which gave ne a

shiver. If the old Menerina had had secrets, what mght the new Virginia do?
al nost hated the fate which nade me |ove her, which nmade ne feel that the
touch of her hand on ny armwas a |ink between ne and tine-forever.

She smled at me instead of answering ny question. The surfaceway was under
repair; we followed a ranp down to the level of the top underground, where it
was | egal for true persons and homi nids and honunculi to wal k.

| did not like the feeling; | had never gone nmore than twenty minutes' trip
fromny birthplace. This ramp | ooked safe enough. There were few hom nids
around t hese days, nmen fromthe stars who (though of true human stock) had
been changed to fit the conditions of a thousand worlds. The homunculi were
noral |y repul sive, though many of them | ooked |ike very handsome people; bred
fromanimals into the shape of men, they took over the tedi ous chores of
wor ki ng wi th machi nes where no real man would wi sh to go. It was whispered



that some of them had even bred with actual people, and I would not want ny
Virginia to be exposed to the presence of such a creature.

She had been holding my arm Wen we wal ked down the ranp to the busy passage,
| slipped my armfree and put it over her shoul ders, drawi ng her closer to ne.
It was |ight enough, bright enough to be clearer than the daylight which we
had |l eft behind, but it was strange and full of danger. In the old days, |
woul d have turned around and gone home rather than to expose nyself to the
presence of such dreadful beings. At this time, in this nonent, | could not
bear to part fromny newfound love, and | was afraid that if | went back to
my own apartment in the tower, she might go to hers. Anyhow, being French gave
a spice to danger.

Actual ly, the people in the traffic | ooked commonpl ace enough. There were many
busy machi nes, sonme in human form and sone not | did not see a single honinid
O her people, whom| knew to be homunculi because they yielded the right of
way to us, |ooked no different fromthe real human beings on the surface. A

brilliantly beautiful girl gave ne a | ook which I did not |ike—saucy,
intelligent, provocative beyond all limts of flirtation. |I suspected her of
being a dog by origin. Anong the homunculi, d' persons are the ones nobst apt to

take liberties. They even have a dog-man phil osopher who once produced a tape
arguing that since dogs are the most ancient of nmen's allies, they have the
right to be closer to man than any other formof life. Wien | saw the tape, |
t hought it amusing that a dog should be bred into the formof a Socrates;
here, in the top underground, | was not so sure at all. Wat would | do if one
of them became insolent? Kill hinP That neant a brush with the law and a talk
wi th the subconmi ssioners of the Instrunmentality.

Virginia noticed none of this.

She had not answered ny question, but was asking me questions about the top
underground instead. | had been there only once before, when I was small, but
it was flattering to have her wondering, husky voice nurnuring in ny ear

Then it happened.

At first | thought he was a man, foreshortened by some trick of the

underground light. When he cane closer, | sawthat it was not. He nust have
been five feet across the shoulders. Ugly red scars on his forehead showed
where the horns had been dug out of his skull. He was a homuncul us, obviously
derived fromcattle stock. Frankly, | had never known that they left themthat
ill-formed.

And he was drunk

As he cane closer | could pick up the buzz of his mind ... they're not people,

they're not hom nids, and they're not Us—what are they doing here? The words
they think confuse me. He had never tel epathed French before.

This was bad. For himto tal k was conmon enough, but only a few of the
homuncul i were tel epathic—+hose with special jobs, such as in the

Downdeep- downdeep, where only tel epathy could relay instructions.

Virginia clung to ne.

Thought |, in dear Commobn Tongue: True nmen are we. You nust |et us pass.
There was no answer but a roar. | do not know where he got drunk, or on what,
but he did not get ny nessage.

I could see his thoughts form ng up into panic, helpl essness, hate. Then he
charged, al nost dancing toward us, as though he could crush our bodies.

My mind focused and | threw the stop order at him

It did not work.

Horror-stricken, | realized that | had thought French at him

Virginia screamed

The bul I - man was upon us.

At the |last nmonment he swerved, passed us blindly, and I et out a roar which
filled the enornmous passage. He had raced beyond us.

Still holding Virginia, | turned around to see what had nmade hi m pass us.
What | beheld was odd in the extrene.

Qur figures ran down the corridor away from us—ny bl ack-purple cloak flying in
the still air as ny inmage ran, Virginia s golden dress sw nming out behind her



as she ran with me. The i mges were perfect and the bull-man pursued t hem
| stared around in bew |l dernent. We had been told that the safeguards no
| onger protected us.

A girl stood quietly next to the wall. | had al nost m staken her for a statue.
Then she spoke,

"Come no closer. | ama cat. It was easy enough to fool him You had better
get back to the surface.”

"Thank you," | said, "thank you. What is your nane?"

"Does it matter?" said the girl. "I'"mnot a person.™

Alittle offended, |I insisted, "I just wanted to thank you." As | spoke to her

| saw that she was as beautiful and as bright as a flane. Her skin was clear
the color of cream and her hair—finer than any human hair coul d possibly
be-was the wild gol den orange of a Persian cat.

"I"'mCnell,"” said the girl, "and | work at Earthport."

That stopped both Virginia and ne. Cat-people were bel ow us, and shoul d be
shunned, but Earthport was above us, and had to be respected. Which was
Crnell?

She smled, and her smle was better suited for nmy eyes than for Virginia's.

It spoke a whole world of vol uptuous know edge. | knew she wasn't trying to do
anything to ne; the rest of her manner showed that. Perhaps it Was the only
smi |l e she knew

"Don't worry," she said, "about the fornmalities. You d better take these steps

here. | hear himcom ng back."

| spun around, |ooking for the drunken bull-man. He was not to be seen

"Go up here," urged Cnell. "They are energency steps and you will be back on
the surface. | can keep himfromfollowi ng. Was that French you were

speaki ng?"

"Yes," said |I. "How did you—="

"CGet along," she said. "Sorry | asked. Hurry!"

| entered the small door. A spiral staircase went to the surface. It was bel ow
our dignity as true people to use steps, but with Cnell urging nme, there was
nothing else | could do. I nodded goodbye to C nell and drew Virginia after ne
up the stairs.

At the surface we stopped.

Vi rginia gasped, "Wasn't it horrible?"

"We're safe now," said |

"I't's not safety,” she said. "lIt's the dirtiness of it. Imagine having to talk
to her!"

Virginia neant that C nell was worse than the drunken bull-man. She sensed ny
reserve because she said, "The sad thing is, you'll see her again ... "

"What! How do you know t hat ?"

"I don't knowit," said Virginia. "l guess it. But | guess good, very good.
After all, I went to the Abba-dingo."

"I asked you, darling, to tell ne what happened there."

She shook her head mutely and began wal ki ng down the streetway. | had no

choice but to follow her. It made me a little irritable.

| asked again, nore crossly, "Wat was it |ike?"

Wth hurt girlish dignity she said, "Nothing, nothing. It was a long clinb.
The old woman nmade nme go with her. It turned out that the machi ne was not
tal ki ng that day, anyhow, so we got permission to drop down a shaft and to
cone back on the rolling road. It was just a wasted day."

She had been tal ki ng strai ght ahead, not to ne, as though the nmenory were a
little ugly.

Then she turned her face to ne. The brown eyes | ooked into ny eyes as though
she were searching for my soul. (Soul. There's a word we have in French, and
there is nothing quite like it in the AOd Conmon Tongue.) She brightened and
pl eaded with ne:

"Let's not be dull on the new day. Let's be good to the new us, Paul. Let's do
something really French, if that's what we are to be."

"Acafé," | cried. "W need a café. And | know where one is."



"Wher e?"

"Two under grounds over. Were the machi nes conme out and where they permt the
homunculi to peer in the wi ndow. " The thought of homunculi peering at us
struck the new me as anusing, though the old nme had taken them as much for
granted as wi ndows or tables. The old nme never net any, but knew that they
weren't exactly people, since they were, bred fromanimals, but they | ooked
just about |ike people, and they could talk. It took a Frenchman |ike the new
me to realize that they could be ugly, or beautiful, or picturesque. Mre than
pi cturesque: romantic.

Evidently Virginia now thought .the sane, for she said, "But they're nette,
just adorable. What is the café called?"

"The Greasy Cat," said I.

The Geasy Cat. How was | to know that this led to a nightmare between high
waters, and to the wi nds which cried? How was | to suppose that this had
anything to do with Al pha Ral pha Boul evard?

No force in the world could have taken ne there, if | had known.

O her new French people had gotten to the café before us.

A waiter with a big brown noustache took our order. | |ooked closely at himto
see if he might be a licensed homuncul us, allowed to work anong peopl e because
his services were indispensable; but he was not. He was pure nachi ne, though
his voice rang out with ol d-Parisian heartiness, and the designers had even
built into himthe nervous habit of nopping the back of his hand against his
bi g moustache, and had fixed himso that little beads of sweat showed high up
on his brow, just below the hairline.

"Mansel | e? M sieu? Beer? Coffee? Red wine next nmonth. The sun will shine in
the quarter after the hour and after the half-hour. At twenty minutes to the
hour it will rain for five mnutes so that you can enjoy these unbrellas. | am

a native of Al sace. You may speak French or German to ne."

"Anything," said Virginia. "You decide, Paul."

"Beer, please," said |. "Blonde beer for both of us."

"But certainly, Msieu," said the waiter.

He left, waving his cloth wildly over his arm

Vi rginia puckered up her eyes against the sun and said, "I wish it would rain
now. |'ve never seen real rain."”

"Be patient, honey."

She turned earnestly to me. "Wat is 'German,' Paul ?"

"Anot her | anguage, another culture. | read they will bring it to life next
year. But don't you like being French?"

"I like it fine," she said. "Mich better than being a number. But Paul = And
then she stopped, her eyes blurred with perplexity.

"Yes, darling?"

"Paul ," she said, and the statenent of ny name was a cry of hope from sone
depth of her m nd beyond new nme, beyond old ne, beyond even the contrivances
of the lords who nmoulded us. | reached for her hand.

Said I, "You can tell me, darling."

"Paul ," she said, and it was al nbost weeping, "Paul, why does it all happen so

fast? This is our first day, and we both feel that we may spend the rest of
our lives together. There's something about marriage, whatever that is, and
we're supposed to find a priest, and | don't understand that, either. Paul
Paul , Paul, why does it happen so fast? | want to love you. | do | ove you. But
| don't want to be nade to love you. | want it to be the real ne," and as she
spoke, tears poured from her eyes though her voice remai ned steady enough
Then it was that | said the wong thing.

"You don't have to worry, honey. |'msure that the lords of the
Instrunental ity have progranmmed everything well."
At that, she burst into tears, loudly and uncontrollably. | had never seen an

adult weep before. It was strange and fri ghtening.

A man fromthe next table canme over and stood beside nme, but | did not so nuch
as glance at him

"Darling," said |, reasonably, "darling, we can work it out—=



"Paul, let me |leave you, so that | may be yours. Let ne go away for a few days

or a few weeks or a few years. Then, if-if-if | do cone back, you'll knowit's
me and not sone program ordered by a nmachine. For God's sake, Paul —+for CGod's
sake!" In a different voice she said, "Wat is God, Paul ? They gave us the
words to speak, but | do not know what they nean."

The man besi de nme spoke. "I can take you to God," he said.

"Who are you?" said I. "And who asked you to interfere?" This was not the kind

of | anguage that we had ever used when speaking the A d Conmon Tongue—when
they had given us a new | anguage they had built in tenperament as well.

The stranger kept his politeness—he was as French as we but he kept his tenper
wel I .

"My name," he said, "is Maximlien Macht, and | used to be a Believer."
Virginia's eyes lit up. She w ped her face absent-mindedly while staring at
the man. He was tall, |ean, sunburned. (How could he have gotten sunburned so

soon?) He had reddi sh hair and a noustache al nost |ike that of the robot

wai ter.

"You asked about God, Manselle," said the stranger. "God is where he has

al ways been—around us, near us, in us."

This was strange talk froma man who | ooked worldly. | rose to ny feet to bid
hi m goodbye. Virgi nia guessed what | was doing and she said: "That's nice of
you, Paul. Gve hima chair."

There was warnth in her voice

The machi ne waiter canme back with two conical beakers made of gl ass. They had
a golden fluid in themwith a cap of foamon top. | had never seen or heard of
beer before, but | knew exactly how it would taste. | put imaginary noney on
the tray, received i magi nary change, paid the waiter an inmaginary tip. The
Instrunentality had not yet figured out how to have separate kinds of nobney
for all the new cultures, and of course you could not use real nobney to pay
for food or drink. Food and drink are free.

The machi ne wi ped his noustache, used his serviette (checked red and white) to
dab the sweat off his brow, and then | ooked inquiringly at Monsieur Macht.

"Msieu, you will sit here?"

"l ndeed, " said Macht.

"Shall | serve you here?"

"But why not?" said Macht. "If these good people permt."

"Very well," said the machi ne, w ping his noustache with the back of his hand.

He fled to the dark recesses of the bar

Al this tine Virginia had not taken her eyes off Macht.
"You are a Believer?" she asked. "You are still a Believer, when you have been
made French like us? How do you know you're you? Wiy do | |love Paul? Are the

| ords and their machines controlling everything in us? | want to be nme. Do you
know how to be me?"

"Not you, Manselle," said Macht, "that would be too great an honor. But | am

| earning how to be nyself. You see," he added, turning to nme, "l have been
French for two weeks now, and | know how much of nme is mnyself, and how nmuch
has been added by this new process of giving us | anguage and danger again."
The waiter canme back with a small beaker. It stood on a stem so that it

| ooked like an evil little mniature of Earthport. The fluid it contained was
ml ky white.

Macht lifted his glass to us. "Your health!"

Virginia stared at himas if she were going to cry again. Wen he and

si pped, she bl ew her nose and put her handkerchief away. It was the first tine
| had ever seen a person performthat act of blowi ng the nose, but it seened
to go well with our new culture.

Macht smiled at both of us, as if he were going to begin a speech. The sun
cane out, right on tinme. It gave hima halo, and made himl ook like a devil or
a saint.

But it was Virginia who spoke first

"You have been there?"

Macht raised his eyebrows a little, frowned, and said, "Yes,'

very quietly.



"Did you get a word?" she persi sted.

"Yes." He looked glum and a little troubled.

"What did it say?"

For answer, he shook his head at her, as if there were things which should
never be mentioned in public.

| wanted to break in, to find out what this was all about.

Virginia went on, heeding me not at all: "But it did say sonething!"

"Yes," said Macht.

"Was it inportant?"

"Mansel l e, let us not talk about it."

"We nust," she cried. "It's life or death." Her hands were clenched so tightly
toget her that her knuckles showed white. Her beer stood in front of her,

unt ouched, growing warmin the sunlight.

"Very well," said Macht, "you may ask ... | cannot guarantee to answer."

I controlled nyself no longer. "What's all this about?"

Virginia | ooked at ne with scorn, but even her scorn was the scorn of a |over,
not the cold renoteness of the past. "Please, Paul, you wouldn't know. Wit a
while. What did it say to you, Msieu Macht ?"

"That |, Maximlien Macht, would live or die with a brown-haired girl who was
already betrothed." He smiled wily, "And | do not even quite know what
"betrothed neans."

"We'll find out," said Virginia. "Wen did it say this?"

"Who is "It'?" | shouted at them "For Cod' s sake, what is this all about?"
Macht | ooked at ne and dropped his voi ce when he spoke: "The Abba-dingo." To
her he said, "Last week."

Virginia turned white. "So it does work, it does, it does. Paul darling, it
said nothing to me. But it said to nmy aunt sonmething which | can't ever

forget!"
I held her armfirmy and tenderly and tried to |l ook into her eyes, but she
| ooked away. Said I, "Wat did it say?"

"Paul and Virginia."

"So what?" said I.

| scarcely knew her. Her lips were tense and conpressed. She was not angry. It
was sonething different, worse. She was in the grip of tension. | suppose we
had not seen that for thousands of years, either. "Paul, seize this sinple
fact, if you can grasp it. The machi ne gave that woman our names—but it gave
themto her twel ve years ago."

Macht stood up so suddenly that his chair fell over, and the waiter began
runni ng toward us.

"That settles it," he said. 'W're all going back."

"CGoi ng where?" | said.

"To the Abba-dingo."

"But why now?" said I; and, "WII it work?" said Virginia, both at the sane
tine.

"It always works," said Macht, "if you go on the northern side."

"How do you get there?" said Virginia.

Macht frowned sadly, "There's only one way. By Al pha Ral pha Boul evard. "
Virginia stood up. And so did |

Then, as | rose, | renenbered. Al pha Ral pha Boul evard. It was a ruined street
hanging in the sky, faint as a vapor trail. It had been a processional highway
once, where conquerors canme down and tribute went up. But it was ruined, |ost
in the clouds, closed to mankind for a hundred centuries.

"I knowit," saidl. "It's ruined."

Macht said nothing, but he stared at me as if | were an outsider

Virginia, very quiet and white of countenance, said, "Cone along."

"But why?" said |I. "Wy?"

"You fool," she said, "if we don't have a God, at |east we have a machine.
This is the only thing left on or off the world which the Instrunentality
doesn't understand. Maybe it tells the future. Maybe it's an un-machine. It
certainly cones froma different time. Can't you use it; darling? If it says



we're us, we're us."

"And if it doesn't?"

"Then we're not." Her face was sullen with grief.

"What do you nean?"

"If we're not us," she said, "we're just toys, dolls, puppets that the |ords
have written on. You're not you and I'mnot nme. But if the Abba-dingo, which
knew t he names Paul and Virginia twelve years before it happened—f the
Abba- di ngo says that we are us, | don't care if it's a predicting rmachine or a
god or a devil or a what. | don't care, but I'lIl have the truth."

What could | have answered to that? Macht |ed, she followed, and I wal ked
third in single file. W left the sunlight of The Greasy Cat; just as we left,
alight rain began to fall. The waiter, |ooking nmonentarily |ike the machine
that he was, stared straight ahead. W crossed the lip of the underground and
went down to the fast expressway.

When we came out, we were in a region of fine homes. Al were in ruins. The
trees had thrust their way into the buildings. Flowers rioted across the | awn,
t hrough the open doors, and blazed in the roofless rooms. Who needed a house
in the open, when the popul ation of Earth had dropped so that the cities were
conmodi ous and enpty?

Once | thought | saw a famly of homunculi, including little ones, peering at
me as we trudged along the soft gravel road. Maybe the faces | had seen at the
edge of the house were fantasies.

Macht sai d not hi ng.

Virginia and | held hands as we wal ked beside him | could have been happy at
this odd excursion, but her hand was tightly clenched in mne. She bit her
lower lip fromtinme to time. | knew it mattered to her—she was on a

pilgrimge. (A pilgrinmage was an ancient walk to sone powerful place, very
good for body and soul.) | didn't nmind going along. In fact, they could not
have kept ne from comi ng, once she and Macht decided to | eave the cafe. But |
didn't have to take it seriously. Did I?

What did Macht want ?

Who was Macht ? What thoughts had that mind |learned in two short weeks? How had
he preceded us into a new world of danger and adventure? | did not trust him
For the first tine inny life |l felt alone. Al ways, always, up to now, | had
only to think about the Instrumentality and some protector |eaped fully arned
into ny mnd. Tel epathy guarded agai nst all dangers, healed all hurts, carried
each of us forward to the one hundred and forty-six thousand and ni nety-seven
days which had been allotted us. Now it was different. | did not know this
man, and it was on himthat | relied, not on the powers which had shiel ded and
protected us.

W turned fromthe ruined road into an i mense boul evard. The pavenent was so
snoot h and unbroken that nothing grew on it, save where the wi nd and dust had
deposited randomlittle pockets of earth.

Macht st opped.

"This is it," he said. "Al pha Ral pha Boul evard."

W fell silent and | ooked at the causeway of forgotten enpires.

To our left the boul evard di sappeared in a gentle curve. It led far north of
the city in which | had been reared. | knew that there was another city to the
north, but | had forgotten its name. Wiy should | have remenbered it? It was
sure to be just like ny own.

But to the right—o the right the boul evard rose sharply, like a ranp. It

di sappeared into the clouds. Just at the edge of the cloud-line there was a
hint of disaster. |I could not see for sure, but it |ooked to ne as though the
whol e boul evard had been sheared off by uni nagi nabl e forces. Somewhere beyond
the clouds there stood the Abba-dingo, the place where all questions were
answered ...

O so they thought.

Virginia cuddl ed close to ne.

"Let's turn back," said . "W are city people. W don't know anyt hi ng about
ruins.”



"You can if you want to," said Macht. "I was just trying to do you a favor."
W both | ooked at Virginia.

She | ooked up at ne with those brown eyes. Fromthe eyes there came a plea

ol der than woman or nman, older than the human race. | knew what she was going
to say before she said it. She was going to say that she had to know.

Macht was idly crushing some soft rocks near his foot.

At last Virginia spoke up: "Paul, | don't want danger for its own sake. But |
nmeant what | said back there. Isn't there a chance that we were told to |ove
each other? What sort of a life would it be if our happiness, our own selves,
depended on a thread in a machine or on a nechani cal voice which spoke to us
when we were asleep and | earning French? It may be fun to go back to the old
world. | guess it is. | know that you give ne a kind of happi ness which I
never even suspected before this day. If it's really us, we have sonething
wonder ful, and we ought to knowit. But if it isn't—= She burst into sobs.

| wanted to say, "If it isn't, it will seemjust the same," but the om nous
sul ky face of Macht | ooked at ne over Virginia's shoulder as | drew her to ne.
There was nothing to say.

I held her close.

From beneath Macht's foot there flowed a trickle of blood. The dust drank it
up.

"Macht," said |, "are you hurt?"

Vi rginia turned around, too.

Macht raised his eyebrows at nme and said with unconcern, "No. Wy?"

"The bl ood. At your feet."

He gl anced down. "Ch, those," he said, "they're nothing. Just the eggs of sone
ki nd of an un-bird which does not even fly."

"Stop it!" | shouted telepathically, using the A d Comon Tongue. | did not
even try to think in our newl earned French

He stepped back a pace in surprise.

Qut of nothing there cane to ne a nessage: thankyou thankyou goodgreat
gohonepl ease t hankyou goodgreat goaway nanbad manbad nmanbad. Sonewhere an

ani mal or bird was warning nme agai nst Macht. | thought a casual thanks to it
and turned nmy attention to Macht.

He and | stared at each other. Was this what culture was? Wre we now nen? Did
freedom al ways include the freedomto mstrust, to fear, to hate?

| liked himnot at all. The words of forgotten crimes came into ny mnd:
assassi nation, nurder, abduction, insanity, rape, robbery ..

W had known none of these things and yet | felt themall.

He spoke evenly to ne. We had both been careful to guard our minds against
being read telepathically, so that our only nmeans of comunication were
enpat hy and French. "It's your idea," he said, nost untruthfully, "or at |east
your lady's ... "

"Has lying already conme into the world,"” said |, "so that we walk into the
clouds for no reason at all?"

"There is a reason,” said Macht.

| pushed Virginia gently aside and capped ny mind so tightly that the
anti-telepathy felt |ike a headache.

"Macht," said |, and | nyself could hear the snarl of an animal in my own
voice, "tell me why you have brought us here or I will kill you."

He did not retreat. He faced nme, ready for a fight. He said, "Kill? You nean,
to make me dead?" but his words did not carry conviction. Neither one of us
knew how to fight, but he readied for defense and |I for attack

Under neat h nmy thought shield an ani mal thought crept in: good-nman good-man
take him by the neck no-air he-aaah no-air he-aaah |ike broken egg ..

| took the advice wi thout worrying where it cane from It was sinple. | wal ked
over to Macht, reached ny hands around his throat and squeezed. He tried to
push ny hands away. Then he tried to kick ne. Al | did was hang on to his
throat. If | had been a lord or a CGo-captain, | mght have known about
fighting. But | did not, and neither did he.

It ended when a sudden wei ght dragged at ny hands.



Qut of surprise, | let go.

Macht had beconme unconsci ous. Was that dead?

It could not have been, because he sat up. Virginia ran to him He rubbed his
throat and said with a rough voice:

"You shoul d not have done that."

This gave me courage. "Tell ne," | spat at him "tell me why you wanted us to
cone, or | will do it again."

Macht grinned weakly. He | eaned his head against Virginia's arm "It's fear,"
he said. "Fear."

"Fear?" | knew the word—peur—but not the meaning. Was it some kind of disquiet

or animal alarn®

| had been thinking with my m nd open; he thought back yes.

"But why do you like it?" | asked.

It is delicious, he thought. It makes ne sick and thrilly and alive. It is

i ke strong medi ci ne, al nbst as good as stroon. | went there before. Hi gh up

| had much fear. It was wonderful and bad and good, all at the sanme tine. |
lived a thousand years in a single hour. I wanted more of it, but | thought it
woul d he even nore exciting with other people.

"Now I will kill you," said | in French. "You are very—very ... " | had to

| ook for the word. "You are very evil."

"No," said Virginia, "let himtalk."

He thought at me, not bothering with words. This is what the lords of the
Instrunmentality never let us have. Fear. Reality. W were born in a stupor and
we died in a dream Even the underpeople, the animals had nore life than we
did. The machines did not have fear. That's what we were. Machi nes who thought
they were nmen. And now we are free.

He saw the edge of raw, red anger in ny mnd, and he changed the subject.

did not lie to you. This is the way to the Abba-dingo. | have been there. It
works. On this side, it always works.

"It works," cried Virginia. "You see he says so. It works! He is telling the
truth. Oh, Paul, do let's go on!"

"All right," said I, "we'll go."

| helped himrise. He | ooked enbarrassed, |like a man who has shown sonet hi ng
of which he is ashaned

W wal ked onto the surface of the indestructible boulevard. It was confortable
to the feet.

At the bottomof my mind the little unseen bird or animal babbled its thoughts
at me: goodman goodman nake hi m dead take water take water

| paid no attention as | wal ked forward with her and him Virgini a between us.
| paid no attention

I wish | had.

W wal ked for a long tine.

The process was new to us. There was somet hing exhilarating in know ng that no
one guarded us, that the air was free air, nmoving wi thout benefit of weather
machi nes. W saw many birds, and when | thought at them | found their m nds
startl ed and opaque; they were natural birds, the like of which | had never
seen before. Virginia asked ne their names, and | outrageously applied all the
bi rd- nanes which we had | earned in French wi thout know ng whether they were
historically right or not.

Maxi m | ien Macht cheered up, too, and he even sang us a song, rather off key,
to the effect that we would take the high road and he the | ow one, but that he

woul d be in Scotland before us. It did not make sense, but the [ilt was

pl easant. \Whenever he got a certain distance ahead of Virginia and nme, | mnade
up variations on "Macouba" and sang-whi spered the phrases into her pretty ear
She wasn't the woman | went to seek. | net her by the merest chance. She did

not speak the French of France, But the surded French of Martinique.

W were happy in adventure and freedom until we becanme hungry. Then our
troubl es began.

Virginia stepped up to a lanp-post, struck it lightly with her fist and said,
"Feed me." The post shoul d either have opened, serving us a dinner, or else



told us where, within the next few hundred yards, food was to be had. It did
neither. It did nothing. It nmust have been broken

Wth that, we began to make a ganme of hitting every single post.

Al pha Ral pha Boul evard had risen about half a kil onmeter above the surroundi ng
countryside. The wild birds wheel ed bel ow us. There was | ess dust on the
paverent, and fewer patches of weeds. The i nmense road, with no pylons bel ow
it, curved like an unsupported ribbon into the clouds.

W wearied of beating posts and there was neither food nor water.

Virginia becane fretful: "It won't do any good to go back now Food is even
farther the other way. | do wi sh you'd brought sonething."

How shoul d | have thought to carry food? Who ever carries food? Wiy woul d t hey
carry it, when it is everywhere? My darling was unreasonabl e, but she was ny
darling and | loved her all the nmore for the sweet inperfections of her

t enper.

Macht kept tapping pillars, partly to keep out of our fight, and obtai ned an
unexpected result.

At one nmoment | saw him | eaning over to give the pillar of a large |lanmp the
usual hearty but guarded whop—+n the next instant he yelped like a dog and was
sliding uphill at a high rate of speed. | heard hi mshout sonething, but could
not make out the words, before he disappeared into the clouds ahead.

Virginia | ooked at me. "Do you want to go back now? Macht is gone. W can say
that | got tired."

"Are you serious?"

"Of course, darling."

| laughed, a little angrily. She had insisted that we come, and now she was
ready to turn around and give it up, just to please ne.

"Never mind," said|l. "It can't be far now Let's go on."

" Paul " She stood close to ne. Her brown eyes were troubl ed, as though she
were trying to see all the way into my mind through my eyes. | thought to her
Do you want to talk this way?

"No," said she, in French. "I want to say things one at a tinme. Paul; | do
want to go to the Abba-dingo. | need to go. It's the biggest need in ny life.
But at the sanme tinme | don't want to go. There is sonmething wong up there. |
woul d rather have you on the wong terns than not have you at all. Something
coul d happen."

Edgily, | demanded, "Are you getting this 'fear' that Macht was talking
about ?"

"Ch, no, Paul, not at all. This feeling isn't exciting. It feels like
somet hi ng broken in a machi ne—=

"Listen!™ | interrupted her

From far ahead, fromw thin the clouds, there canme a sound |ike an aninma
wai ling. There were words in it. It must have been Macht. | thought | heard

"take care." Wen | sought himw th ny mnd, the distance nade circles and
got dizzy.

"Let's follow, darling," said I

"Yes, Paul," said she, and in her voice there was an unfathomabl e m xture of
happi ness, resignation, and despair

Before we noved on, | |ooked carefully at her. She was ny girl. The sky had
turned yellow and the lights were not yet on. In the yellow rich sky her brown
curls were tinted with gold, her brown eyes approached the black in their
irises, her young and fate-haunted face seenmed nore meani ngful than any other
human face | had ever seen

"You are mne," | said.

"Yes, Paul," she answered ne and then smiled brightly. "You said it! That is
doubly nice."

A bird on the railing | ooked sharply at us and then left. Perhaps he did not

approve of human nonsense, so flung hinmself downward into dark air. | saw him
catch himself, far below, and ride lazily on his w ngs.
"We're not as free as birds, darling," | told Virginia, "but we are freer than

peopl e have been for a hundred centuries."



For answer she hugged ny armand smiled at ne.

"And now," | added, "to follow Macht. Put your arms around me and hold ne
tight. 1'll try hitting that post. If we don't get dinner we may get a ride."

| felt her take hold tightly and then I struck the post.

Whi ch post? An instant |ater the posts were sailing by us in a blur. The
ground beneath our feet seened steady, but we were noving at a fast rate. Even
in the service underground | had never seen a roadway as fast as this.
Virginia's dress was blowing so hard that it nmade snappi ng sounds |ike the
snap of fingers. In no tine at all we were in the cloud and out of it again.

A new worl d surrounded us. The clouds | ay bel ow and above. Here and there bl ue
sky shone through. W were steady. The ancient engi neers nust have devi sed the
wal kway cl everly. W rode up, up, up without getting dizzy.

Anot her cl oud.

Then t hi ngs happened so fast that the telling of themtakes |onger than the
event .

Sonet hi ng dark rushed at nme fromup ahead. A violent blow hit me in the chest.
Only much later did | realize that this was Macht's armtrying to grab ne

bef ore we went over the edge. Then we went into another cloud. Before | could
even speak to Virginia a second bl ow struck ne. The pain was terrible. | had
never felt anything like that in all ny life. For some reason, Virginia had
fallen over me and beyond me. She was pulling at ny hands.

| tried to tell her to stop pulling me, because it hurt, but | had no breath.
Rat her than argue, | tried to do what she wanted. | struggled toward her. Only
then did | realize that there was nothing bel ow ny feet—o bridge, no jetway,
not hi ng.

I was on the edge of the boul evard, the broken edge of the upper side. There
was not hi ng bel ow me except for some | ooped cables, and, far underneath them
a tiny ribbon which was either a river or a road.

W had junped blindly across the great gap and | had fallen just far enough to
catch the upper edge of the roadway on ny chest

It did not matter, the pain.

In a noment the doctor-robot would be there to repair ne.

A look at Virginia's face rem nded ne there was no doctor-robot, no world, no
Instrunentality, nothing but wind and pain. She was crying. It took a noment
for me to hear what she was saying, "I didit, |I didit, darling, are you
dead?"

Nei t her one of us was sure what "dead" meant, because people al ways went away
at their appointed tinme, but we knew that it nmeant a cessation of life.

tried to tell her that | was living, but she fluttered over ne and kept
dragging me farther fromthe edge of the drop

| used ny hands to push nyself into a sitting position

She knelt beside me and covered ny face with kisses.

At last | was able to gasp, "Were's Macht?"

She | ooked back. "I don't see him"
| tried to | ook too. Rather than have ne struggle, she said, "You stay quiet.
"Il 1ook again."

Bravel y she wal ked to the edge of the sheared-off boul evard. She | ooked over
toward the | ower side of the gap, peering through the clouds which drifted
past us as rapidly as snmoke sucked by a ventilator. Then she cried out:

"I see him He | ooks so funny. Like an insect in the nuseum He is crawing
across on the cables.”

Struggling to nmy hands and knees, | neared her and | ooked too. There he was, a
dot noving along a thread, with the birds soaring by beneath him It | ooked
very unsafe. Perhaps he was getting all the "fear" that he needed to keep

hi nsel f happy. | did not want that "fear," whatever it was. | wanted food,
wat er, and a doct or-robot.

None of these were here.

| struggled to ny feet. Virginia tried to help nme but | was standing before
she could do nore than touch ny sl eeve.

"Let's go on."



"On?" she said.

"On to the Abba-dingo. There may be friendly machines up there. Here there is
not hi ng but cold and wi nd, and the Iights have not yet gone on."

She frowned. "But Macht ... ?"

"I't will be hours before he gets here. W can conme back."
She obeyed.
Once again we went to the left of the boulevard. | told her to squeeze ny

wai st while | struck the pillars, one by one. Surely there nust have been a
reactivating device for the passengers on the road.

The fourth tinme, it worked.

Once again the wi nd whi pped our clothing as we raced upward on Al pha Ral pha
Boul evar d.

W alnost fell as the road veered to the left. | caught ny balance, only to
have it veer the other way.

And then we stopped.

Thi s was the Abba-di ngo.

A wal kway littered with white objects—knobs and rods and inperfectly forned
bal I s about the size of ny head.

Virginia stood beside me, silent.

About the size of ny head? | kicked one of the objects aside and then knew,
knew for sure, what it was. It was people. The inside parts. | had never seen
such things before. And that, that on the ground, nust once have been a hand.
There were hundreds of such things along the wall

"Come, Virginia," said |, keeping ny voice even, and ny thoughts hidden

She foll owed wi thout saying a word. She was curious about the things on the
ground, but she did not seemto recogni ze them

For my part, | was watching the wall.

At last |I found them+the little doors of Abba-dingo.

One said METEOROLOG CAL. It was not A d Conmon Tongue, nor was it French, but
it was so close that | knew it had sonething to do with the behavior of air. |
put my hand agai nst the panel of the door. The panel becane translucent and
ancient witing showed through. There were nunbers which nmeant nothi ng, words
whi ch neant nothi ng, and then:

Typhoon com ng.

My French had not taught nme what a "coning" was, but "typhoon" was plainly
typhon, a major air disturbance. Thought |, let the weather machi nes take care
of the matter. It had nothing to do with us.

"That's no help," said I

"What does it nmean?" she said.

"The air will be disturbed."

"Ch," said she. "That couldn't matter to us, could it?"

"Of course not."

| tried the next panel, which said FOOD. When ny hand touched the little door
there was an aching creak inside the wall, as though the whole tower retched.
The door opened a little bit and a horrible odor came out of it. Then the door
cl osed agai n.

The third door said HELP and when | touched it nothing happened. Perhaps it
was sone kind of tax-collecting device fromthe anci ent days.

It yielded nothing to ny touch. The fourth door was | arger and already partly
open at the bottom At the top, the nanme of the door was PREDI CTIONS. Plain
enough, that one was, to anyone who knew O d French. The name at the bottom
was nore mysterious: PUT PAPER HERE it said, and | could not guess what it
neant .

| tried telepathy. Nothing happened. The wi nd whistled past us. Sone of the
calciumballs and knobs rolled on the pavenent. | tried again, trying ny
utnost for the inprint of |ong-departed thoughts. A screamentered ny nind, a
thin long scream which did not sound much |Iike people. That was all

Perhaps it did upset ne. | did not feel "fear," but I was worried about
Virginia.

She was staring at the ground.



"Paul ,’
t hi ngs?"

Once | had seen an ancient X-ray in the museum so | knew that the coat stil
surrounded the material which had provided the inner structure of the man.
There was no ball there, so that | was quite sure he was dead. How coul d that
have happened in the old days? Wiy did the Instrunmentality let it happen? But
then, the Instrumentality had al ways forbidden this side of the tower. Perhaps
the violators had nmet their own punishnent in some way | could not fathom
"Look, Paul," said Virginia, "I can put ny hand in."

Before | could stop her, she had thrust her hand into the flat open slot which
sai d PUT PAPER HERE

She screaned.

Her hand was caught.

| tried to pull at her arm but it did not nove. She began gasping wi th pain.
Suddenly her hand came free.

Clear words were cut into the living skin. | tore ny cloak off and w apped her
hand.

As she sobbed beside ne |I unbandaged her hand. As | did so she saw t he words
on her skin.

she said, "isn't that a man's coat on the ground among those funny

The words said, in clear French: You will |ove Paul all your life.
Virginia |l et me bandage her hand with ny cloak and then she Iifted her face to
be kissed. "It was worth it," she said; "it was worth all the trouble, Paul

Let's see if we can get down. Now | know "

| kissed her again and said, reassuringly, "You do know, don't you?"

"OfF course," she sniled through her tears. "The Instrunmentality could not have
contrived this. What a clever old machine! Is it a god or a devil, Paul ?"

I had not studied those words at that time, so | patted her instead of
answering. We turned to | eave.

At the last minute | realized that | had not tried PRED CTI ONS nysel f.

"Just a monent, darling. Let ne tear a little piece off the bandage."

She waited patiently. | tore a piece the size of ny hand, and then | picked up
one of the ex-person units on the ground. It may have been the front of an
arm | returned to push the cloth into the slot, but when | turned to the
door, an enornous bird was sitting there.

| used ny hand to push the bird aside, and he cawed at me. He even seened to
threaten ne with his cries and his sharp beak. | could not dislodge him

Then | tried telepathy. | ama true nan. Go away! The bird's dimmnd fl ashed
back at nme not hi ng but no-no-no-no-no! Wth that | struck himso hard with ny
fist that he fluttered to the ground. He righted hinself anmid the white litter
on the pavenent and then, opening his wings, he let the wind carry hi maway.

| pushed in the scrap of cloth, counted to twenty in nmy mind, and pulled the

scrap out.

The words were plain, but they meant nothing: You will love Virginia
twenty-one nore ninutes.

Her happy voice, reassured by the prediction but still unsteady fromthe pain

in her witten-on hand, cane to ne as though it were far away. "\Wat does it
say, darling?"

Accidentally on purpose, | let the wind take the scrap. It fluttered away |ike
a bird. Virginia sawit go.

"Ch," she cried disappointedly. "W've lost it! Wat did it say?"

"Just what yours did."

"But what words, Paul? How did it say it?"

Wth |l ove and heartbreak and perhaps a little "fear," |I lied to her and
whi spered gently,
"It said, "Paul will always love Virginia.'"

She smled at me radiantly. Her stocky, full figure stood firmy and happily
agai nst the wi nd. Once again she was the chubby, pretty Menerima whom | had
noticed in our block when we both were children. And she was nore than that.
She was my newfound | ove in our newfound world. She was ny madenoiselle from
Marti ni que. The nessage was foolish. W had seen fromthe food-slot that the



machi ne was broken

"There's no food or water here," said |I. Actually, there was a puddl e of water
near the railing, but it had been bl own over the human structural elenents on
the ground, and | had no heart to drink it.

Virginia was so happy that, despite her wounded hand, her |ack of water and
her | ack of food, she wal ked vi gorously and cheerfully.

Thought | to nyself, Twenty-one mnutes. About six hours have passed. If we
stay here we face unknown dangers.

Vi gorously we wal ked downward, down Al pha Ral pha Boul evard. W had net the
Abba-di ngo and were still "alive." |I did not think that | was "dead," but the
wor ds have been neaningless so long that it was hard to think them

The ranp was so steep goi ng down that we pranced |ike horses. The w nd bl ew
into our faces with incredible force. That's what it was, wind, but | |ooked
up the word vent only after it was all over

W never did see the whole tower—ust the wall at which the ancient jetway had
deposited us. The rest of the tower was hidden by clouds which fluttered |ike
torn rags as they raced past the heavy nmateri al

The sky was red on one side and a dirty yellow on the other

Bi g drops of water began to strike at us.

"The weat her machi nes are broken," | shouted to Virginia.

She tried to shout back to me but the wind carried her words away. | repeated
what | had said about the weather machi nes. She nodded happily and warnly

t hough the wi nd was by now whi ppi ng her hair past her face and the pieces of
wat er which fell fromup above were spotting her flame-golden gown. It did not
matter. She clung to ny arm Her happy face smled at me as we stanped
downwar d, bracing ourselves against the decline in the ranmp. Her brown eyes
were full of confidence and |ife. She saw ne | ooking at her and she kissed ne
on the upper armwi thout |osing step. She was nmy own girl forever, and she
knew it.

The water-from above, which | |ater knew was actual "rain," cane in increasing
vol ume. Suddenly it included birds. A large bird flapped his way vigorously
agai nst the whistling air and managed to stand still in front of ny face,

t hough his air speed was nany | eagues per hour. He cawed in ny face and then
was carried away by the wind. No sooner had that one gone than another bird

struck me in the body. | |ooked down at it but it too was carried away by the
racing current of air. Al | got was a telepathic echo fromits bright blank
m nd: no- no- no- no!

Now what ? thought |. A bird's advice is not nuch to go upon

Vi rginia grabbed ny arm and stopped.

| too stopped.

The broken edge of Al pha Ral pha Boul evard was just ahead. Ugly yell ow cl ouds
swam t hrough the break |ike poisonous fish hastening on an inexplicable
errand.

Vi rginia was shouting.

| could not hear her, so | |eaned down. That way her mouth coul d al nost touch
ny ear.

"Where is Macht?" she shouted

Carefully | took her to the left side of the road, where the railing gave us
some protection against the heavy racing air, and agai nst the water conm ngl ed

with it. By now neither of us could see very far. | nmade her drop to her
knees. | got down beside her. The falling water pelted our backs. The Iight
around us had turned to a dark dirty yell ow

We could still see, but we could not see nuch.

| was willing to sit in the shelter of the railing, but she nudged ne. She

wanted us to do sonething about Macht. Wat anyone coul d do, that was beyond
me. If he had found shelter, he was safe, but if he was out on those cables,
the wild pushing air would soon carry himoff and then there would be no nore
Maxi m lien Macht. He would be "dead" and his interior parts would bl each
somewhere on the open ground.

Vi rginia insisted.



W crept to the edge.

A bird swept in, true as a bullet, aimng for ny face. | flinched. A wing
touched me. It stung against nmy cheek like fire. |I did not know that feathers
were so tough. The birds must all have damaged nental nechani sns, thought |

if they hit people on Al pha Ral pha. That is not the right way to behave toward
true peopl e.

At | ast we reached the edge, crawling on our bellies. |I tried to dig the
fingernails of my left hand into the stonelike material of the railing, but it
was flat, and there was nothing nuch to hold to, save for the ornanental
fluting. My right armwas around Virginia. It hurt me badly to crawl forward
t hat way, because ny body was still danaged fromthe bl ow agai nst the edge of
the road, on the way com ng up. Wien | hesitated, Virginia thrust herself
forward. W saw not hi ng

The gl oom was around us.

The wind and the water beat at us like fists.

Her gown pulled at her like a dog worrying its master. | wanted to get her
back into the shelter of the railing, where we could wait for the

air-di sturbance to end.

Abruptly, the Iight shone all around us. It was wild electricity, which the
ancients called lightning. Later | found that it occurs quite frequently in

t he areas beyond the reach of the weather machi nes.

The bright quick Iight showed us a white face staring at us. He hung on the
cabl es bel ow us. Hi s mobuth was open, so he rnust have been shouting. | shal
never know whet her the expression on his face showed "fear" or great

happi ness. It was full of excitenent. The bright |ight went out and | thought
that | heard the echo of a call. |I reached for his mnd tel epathically and
there was not hing there. Just some dim obstinate bird thinking at ne,

no- no- no- No- no!

Virginia tightened in ny arms. She squirmed around. | shouted at her in
French. She coul d not hear

Then | called with my mind.

Soneone el se was there.

Virginia's mnd blazed at nme, full of revulsion, The cat-girl. She is going to
touch ne!

She twisted. My right armwas suddenly enpty. | saw the gl eam of a gol den gown
flash over the edge, even in the dimlight. | reached with ny m nd, and

caught her cry:

"Paul, Paul, | love you. Paul ... help ne!"

The t houghts faded as her body dropped.

The soneone else was C nell, whomwe had first net in the corridor

| came to get you both, she thought at me; not that the birds cared about her
What have the birds got to do with it?

You saved them You saved their young, when the red-topped man was killing
themall. Al of us have been worried about what you true people would do to
us when you were free. W found out. Some of you are bad and kill other Kkinds
of life. Others of you are good and protect life.

Thought I, is that all there is to good and bad?

Perhaps | should not have left myself off guard. People did not have to
understand fighting, but the homunculi did. They were bred am dst battle and
they served through troubles. Cnell, cat-girl that she was, caught ne on the
chin with a pistonlike fist. She had no anesthesia, and the only way—at or no
cat—that she could carry ne across the cables in the "typhoon" was to have ne
unconsci ous and rel axed.

| awakened in ny own room | felt very well indeed. The robot-doctor was
there. Said he:
"You' ve had a shock. 1've already reached the subcomm ssioner of the

Instrunentality, and | can erase the nmenories of the last full day, if you
want nme to."
H s expression was pl easant.



Where was the racing wind? The air falling like stone around us? The water
driving where no weather machines controlled it? Were was the gol den gown and
the wild fear-hungry face of Maximlien Macht?

I thought these things, but the robot-doctor, not being tel epathic, caught
none of it. |I stared hard at him

"Where," | cried, "is my own true |ove?"

Robot s cannot sneer, but this one attenpted to do so. "The naked cat-girl with
the blazing hair? She left to get sone clothing."

| stared at him

H s fuddy-duddy little machine mnd cooked up its own nasty little thoughts,

"I must say, sir, you 'free people' change very fast indeed ... "

Who argues with a machine? It wasn't worth answering him

But that other machine? Twenty-one m nutes. How could that work out? How coul d
it have known? | did not want to argue with that other machine either. It rnust
have been a very powerful |eft-over machi ne—perhaps sonething used in ancient
wars. | had no intention of finding out. Sone people mght call it a god. |
call it nothing. | do not need "fear" and | do not propose to go back to Al pha
Ral pha Boul evard agai n.

But hear, oh heart of mne!—-how can you ever visit the café again?

Cnell canme in and the robot-doctor left.



