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    ticket to anywhere


   damon knight


  


  


  Richard Falk was a sane man. Up until three months ago he had been, so far as he could discover, the only sane man left in a world of lunatics.


  


  Now he was a dead man.


  


  He lay in a metal coffin twenty yards long by three wide, airless, soundless. Behind the faceplate of his helmet, under the rime of frozen air, his lips were bright blue, his cheeks, nose, forehead a lighter color, almost violet. The flesh was stiff as frozen leather. He did not move, breathe, or think: he was dead.


  


  Beside him, strapped to the bulging torso of his suit, was a metal box labeled: SCATO HEART PROBE, SEE INSTRUCTIONS INSIDE.


  


  All around him, strapped tight to the walls by broad loops of webbing, were boxes, canisters, canvas bags, kegs. Cargo. His coffin was a freighter, going to Mars.


  


  In his frozen brain the memories were neatly stacked, Just as he had left them. Not coupled now, each cell isolated, the entropy of his mind fallen to zero. But uppermost among them, waiting for the thaw that might never come, were the memories of his last few hours of life.


  


  Once the ship was launched and free, he had had to wait until its dancing molecules had stilled, their heat all radiated away into space. Then to wait again, heater turned off, listening to the silence while his own life’s heat drained away: fingers and toes numb first, ears and nose following, then lips, cheeks, and all his flesh; shivering in an agony of cold, watching his breath fill the helmet with cloud, the cold drops beading on the colder faceplate.


  


  Tricky, that, and a thing that demanded courage. Act too soon, and the last drop into stillness would be too slow - the freezing liquids in his body would crystallize, gashing his cells with a million tiny stabs. Wait too long, and the cold would steal his ability to act at all.


  


  He had waited until the false warmth of the dying had crept over him, the subtle destroyer, cumbering his limbs not with harshness but with too much peace. Twisting then in the dead center where he floated, he had drawn himself into the lane between two looped bundles of cargo, forcing them aside, until he reached the naked hull. There, spread-eagled against the chill metal, embracing it as one who crucifies himself gladly, he had died.


  


  The ship, stillest of sepulchers, hung fixed in the center of the starry globe. So it might have remained for time without end, changeless, knowing no time; for there was no time here, no “events” - the ship and all its contents - except its robot control, inactive now but warmed by a minute trickle of electrons - now being very nearly at zero Absolute.


  


  But a relay clicked, communicating its tremor through support frame and girder and hull. Time had begun again. The radar assembly in the prow began to emit timed clusters of radiation; presently other relays snapped over, and then the engine awoke, whispered to itself an instant, and was silent. For an instant the ship had become once more a thing in motion, a pebble flung between the stars. Another such instant came, then another; then, at long last, the hull shuddered to the whip and carom of atmospheric molecules. Lightly it dipped into Martian air, out again, in again, making a great circuit of the globe. A final relay clicked, and Falk’s coffin hurled itself groundward, free of the skeletal ship whose rockets now flamed again, driving it back into the timeless deep.


  


  A parachute opened as the cargo hull hurtled downward: a preposterous parasol that would not have held the weight a minute against Earth’s gravity, in Earth’s air; but here it slowed that plummeting fall until the box met Martian sand at not quite killing speed.


  


  In the shell, Falk’s corpse slowly thawed.


  


  His heart was beating. That was Falk’s first conscious realization, and he listened to the tiny sound thankfully. His chest was rising and falling in a deep, slow rhythm; he heard the hiss and whisper of breath in his nostrils and felt the veins twitch at his temples.


  


  Then came a prickling, half pain, in his arms and legs; then he saw a ruddy haze of light on his closed lids.


  


  Falk opened his eyes.


  


  He saw a pale glow that turned Itself into a face. It went away briefly, then came back. Falk could see it a little better now. Young - about thirty - pale-skinned, with a blue beard shadow. Black straight hair, a little untidy. Black-rimmed spectacles. Ironic lines on either side of the thin mouth,


  


  “All right now?” said the face.


  


  Falk murmured, and the face bent closer. He tried again. “Think so.”


  


  The young man nodded. He picked up something from the bed and began taking it apart, fitting the components into the cushioned troughs of a metal box. It was the heart probe, Falk saw: the bulky control box and the short, capillary-thin needle.


  


  “Where did you get this?” the young man asked. “And what the devil were you doing aboard that freighter?”


  


  “Stole the probe,” said Falk. “And the suit, and the rest of the stuff. Dumped enough cargo to match my weight. Wanted to get to Mars. Only way.”


  


  The young man let his hands fall Into his lap. “You stole it,” he repeated incredulously, “Then you never had the analogue treatment?”


  


  Falk smiled. “Had it, all right. Dozen times. Never took.” He felt very tired. “Let me rest a minute, will you?”


  


  “Of course. Sorry,”


  


  The young man went away, and Falk closed his eyes, returning to the slow surge of memory that moved in his mind. He went through those last hours, painful as they were, and then again. There was trauma there; mustn’t let it get buried to cause him trouble later. Accept it, know the fear, live with it.


  


  After a while the young man came back, carrying broth that steamed in a cup, and Falk drank it gratefully. Then he fell unknowing into sleep.


  


  When he awoke he was stronger. He tried to sit up, and found to his mild surprise that he could. The other, who had been sitting in an armchair across the room, put down his pipe and came to thrust pillows behind Falk’s back. Then he sat down again. The room was cluttered and had a stale odor. Floor, walls, and ceiling were enameled metal. There were books and rolls of tape, records, in shelves; more piled on the floor. A dirty shirt was hanging from the doorknob.


  


  “Want to talk now?” the young man asked. “My name’s Wolfert.”


  


  “Glad to know you. Mine’s Falk...You want to know about the analogue business first, I suppose.”


  


  “And why you’re here.”


  


  “It’s the same thing,” Falk told him. “I’m immune to analogue treatment. I didn’t know it for sure till I was ten, but I think I was born that way. From seven on, I remember the other kids talking about their Guardians, and me pretending I had one too. You know how kids are - anything to run with the mob.


  


  “But for a long time, years, I wasn’t certain whether everyone else was pretending like me, or whether I really was the only one without an invisible Guardian to talk to. I was pretty sure the kids were lying when they said they could see theirs, but whether they were there at all or not was another question. I didn’t know; actually it didn’t bother me much.


  


  “When I was ten, I stole something. It was a book I wanted that my father wouldn’t let me have. The clerk was looking the other way - I put it under my jacket. Funny, I was halfway through it before it struck me that I’d just proved I had no Guardian. By that time, you see, I’d decided that I’d just never seen mine because I’d never done anything bad. I was proud of that, a little prissy about it if you want the truth - only I wanted this book....


  


  “I had sense enough, thank God, to burn that book after I’d finished it. If I hadn’t, I don’t suppose I would have lived to grow up.”


  


  Wolfert grunted. “Should think not,” he said. His eyes were fixed on Falk, interested, alert, wary. “One man without any control could turn the whole applecart over. But I thought immunity was theoretically impossible?”


  


  “I’ve thought about that a good deal. According to classic psychology, it is. I’m not unusually resistant to hypnotic drugs; I go under all right. But the censor mechanism just doesn’t respond. I’ve had the fanciful notion that I may be a mutation, developed in response to the analogue treatment as an anti-survival factor. But I don’t know. As far as I’ve ever been able to find out, there are no more like me.”


  


  “Umm,” said Wolfert, puffing at his pipe. “Should think your next move would be to get married, have children, see if they were immune too.”


  


  Falk stared at him soberly. “Wolfert - no offense, but can you imagine yourself settling down happily in a community of maniacs?”


  


  The other’s face flushed slowly. He took the pipe out of his mouth, looked down at it. Finally he said, “All right, I know what you mean.”


  


  “Maybe you don’t,” said Falk, thinking, I’ve offended him. Couldn’t kelp it. “You’ve been out here ten years, haven’t you?”


  


  Wolfert nodded.


  


  “Things are getting worse,” Falk told him. “I’ve taken the trouble to look up some statistics. They weren’t hard to find; the damned fools are proud of them. The number of persons in mental institutions has gone steadily down since 1980, when the world-wide analogue program got under way. Extension of analogue program, steadily up. The two curves cancel out perfectly.


  


  “There are fewer and fewer people that have to be put away in madhouses - not because of any improvement in therapy, but because the analogue techniques are getting better and better. The guy who would have been hopelessly insane fifty years ago now has a little man inside his head, steering him around, making him act normal. On the outside heis normal; inside, he’s a raving madman. Worse still, the guy who would have been Just a little bit cracked fifty years ago - and gotten treatment for it - is now just as mad as the first guy. It doesn’t matter any more. We could all be maniacs, and the world would go on just as before.”


  


  Wolfert grimaced wryly, “Well? It’s a peaceful world, anyhow.”


  


  “Sure,” said Falk. “No war or possibility of war, no murders, no theft, no crime at all. That’s because every one of them has a policeman inside his skull. But action begets reaction, Wolfert, in psychiatry as well as physics. A prison is a place to get out of, if it takes you a lifetime. Push one plunger down, another will rise. Just a few years more, I think - ten or twenty, say - and you’ll see that madhouse curve rise again. Because there’s no escape from the repression of the Guardians except a further retreat into insanity. And eventually a point is reached where no amount of treatment can help. What are they going to do then?”


  


  Wolfert tamped his pipe out slowly and stood up, sucking absently at the stem. “You say they,” he said, “meaning the psychiatrists who really govern Earth, I suppose. You’ve evidently figured out what you’re going to do.”


  


  Falk smiled. “Yes. With your help - I’m going to the stars.”


  


  The other stood frozen a moment. “So you know about that,” he said. “Well - Come into the next room. I’ll show it to you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Falk had known about the Doorway, but not that it looked like this. It was a cubicle of something that looked like slick brown glass. Ten feet high, six wide and deep. Inside, at waist level on the far wall, a lever - curiously shaped, like the head of an old-fashioned walking stick, the slightly curved bar of the L parallel to the wall. Nothing more than that. The floor of Wolfert’s hut had been assembled around it. It was the reason for the hut’s existence, for Wolfert’s dearly bought presence on Mars.


  


  “So that’s it,” said Falk. He took a step toward it.


  


  “Stay where you are,” Wolfert said sharply. “The area in front of the entrance is booby-trapped.”


  


  Falk stopped and looked at Wolfert, then at the metal cabinets bolted to the floor on either side of the Doorway. Now that he looked at them closely, he could see the lenses of black-light beams and, above them, metal cones that he supposed were discharge points.


  


  Wolfert confirmed it. “If anything ever comes out, the current is supposed to get him. If it doesn’t, I’m here.” He put his hand on the rapid-fire automatic at his belt.


  


  Falk sat down slowly on a bench next to the wall. “Why?” he asked. “Why are they so afraid of whatever might come out of the Doorway?”


  


  The other leaned awkwardly against the wall and began refilling his pipe. “You don’t know the whole story, then,” he said. “Tell me what you do know, and I’ll fill in the gaps.”


  


  Falk said slowly, “I was able to find out that the Doorway existed - that the first Mars expedition, in ‘76, had found it here. Apparently it was known to be an interstellar transportation system, but as far as I could learn nobody had ever actually tried it out. I knew that a caretaker had been left here - your predecessor, I take it after the idea of colonizing Mars was abandoned. But I didn’t know any of the reasons.”


  


  Wolfert grinned briefly and straightened away from the wall. As he talked, he paced back and forth across the room, glancing at Falk only occasionally. “It’s a transportation system, all right. Put an object in that cubicle, press the lever down - the object vanishes. So does most of the crowbar or whatever you use to work the lever.Ffft - gone.


  


  “We don’t know how old it is and have no way of telling. The material it’s made of is harder than diamond. About half of it is underground. That was the way it was found - sitting perfectly level on the surface of the desert. I believe it must have some sort of self-leveling mechanism built into it so that it’s always available no matter what happens to the surface.


  


  “Other ruins have been found on Mars, but, they’re all stone and quite primitive; nothing like this. The first expedition tried to get into its innards and find out what made it go, of course, but they couldn’t. You can see in, but there’s nothing to see.” He gave his quick, bitter smile. “It’s frustrating. Makes a physicist feel like a backward student in a kindergarten.


  


  “We know that it’s part of an interstellar network. One man did try it out - a member of the first expedition, one of the group that found the Doorway in the first place. He saw the cubicle and the lever - stepped in and pressed it to find out what would happen. He found out, all right, but I don’t suppose the rest of us will ever know. The second expedition brought along a batch of powerful all-wave senders and sent them through. They picked up the first signal five years later, from the general direction of Regulus. Two more after seven years, then four during the thirteenth year, all from different directions. The other eight have yet to be heard from.”


  


  He stopped pacing and looked at Falk. “Now do you understand? The thing has no selectivity - it’s completely random. We could walk through there and step out onto the planet of another star, all right - but it would take us a million years to find the way back by trial and error.” He knocked his pipe out against the heel of his hand, letting the dottle fall on the floor. “There it sits, the doorway to the stars. And we can’t use it.”


  


  Falk leaned back against the wall, trying to absorb the idea. “Maybe there are only a dozen or so stars in the network,” he suggested.


  


  Wolfert’s thin mouth drew down at the corners. “Don’t be a fool,” he said. “Would the race that could buildthat” - he gestured toward the cubicle - “stop at a dozen stars, or a thousand? The devil! They owned the galaxy!” Nervously he began to fill his pipe again. “Sixty billion stars,” he said. “And according to current theory, all the mainliners have planets.”


  


  He pointed to the cubicle again. “Three hundred sixty cubic feet, about,” he said. “Enough for one man and supplies for a month, or fifteen people and supplies for a week. That’s the limit to the size of the colony we could send out. With no assurance,” he added bitterly, “that they’d land anywhere they could live for a minute.”


  


  “Frustrating,” Falk agreed. “But I still don’t see why you’re here - with a gun. I can understand that if a member of the race that built that thing came through - and I must say it seems unlikely - that would be an important event. But why kill him when he steps out?”


  


  “Dammit,” said Wolfert violently, “it isn’t my policy, Falk. I only work here.”


  


  “I understand that,” Falk said. “But do you have any idea what’s behind the policy?”


  


  “Fear,” said Wolfert promptly. “They’ve got too much at stake.” He leaned against the wall again, gesturing with his pipe-stem. “Do you realize,” he said, “that we could have interstellar colonization without this gadget, on our own? Certainly. Not now, but fifty, a hundred years from now - if we worked at it. Give us a fuel source efficient enough so that we can accelerate continuously for as long as eight months, and we could reach the stars well within a man’s lifetime. But do you know why we won’t?


  


  “They’re afraid. They’re even afraid to plant colonies here on Mars, or on Jupiter’s moons, simply because transportation takes too long. Imagine a colony cut off from Earth by a five- or ten-year trip. Say something goes wrong - a man like yourself, naturally immune to analogue treatment. Or a man who somehow evades the treatment, then manages to take it over, change it. Say he cuts out the one directive, ‘You must do nothing against the policy or interests of Earth.’ Then you’ve got two communities again, not one. And then—?”


  


  Falk nodded soberly. “War. I see now. They don’t dare take even the smallest chance of that.”


  


  “It isn’t a question of daring; they can’t. That’s one of the directives in their own conditioning, Falk.”


  


  “So we’ll never get to the stars.”


  


  “Unless,” said Wolfert, “somebody walks out of that Doorway who understands how it works. The voltage is high, but not high enough to kill - we hope. He’s supposed to be stunned. If the current doesn’t stop him, and he tries to get back into the Doorway, I’m supposed to shoot to cripple. But at all events, he’s supposed to be stopped. He isn’t to be allowed to go back and warn others to stay away from this station. Because if we had that knowledge - how to alter the system so that it would be selective—”


  


  “Then we’d have colonies, all right,” finished Falk. “Everyone just around the corner from Earth. All just alike. The loonies shall inherit the Universe.... I hope nobody ever comes through.”


  


  “I don’t think you’re likely to be disappointed,” said Wolfert.


  


  * * * *


  


  II


  


  He prowled the rest of the cabin with Wolfert, resting at intervals until his strength returned. There wasn’t much to see: the Doorway room, with a spyhole Falk had not noticed between it and the bedroom; the room that housed radio, radar, and the computer that controlled the grazing orbits of the supply rockets; the power plant, and the compressor that kept the cabin’s air at breathable pressure; kitchen, bathroom, and two storage chambers.


  


  The radio room had a window, and Falk stood there a long time, looking out over the alien desert, violet now as the sun dropped toward the horizon. Stars glittered with unfamiliar brilliance in the near-black sky, and Falk found his gaze drawn to them even against the tug of that unearthly landscape.


  


  In his mind he sketched hairlines of fire across the sky— a cat’s cradle of stars. The thought that tomorrow he would be standing on a planet of one of those suns was like an icy douche; the mind recoiled from it as from the thought of personal death. But at the same time it lured him. He felt like a boy standing on the edge of an unsounded pool whose black waters might holdtreasure or death: he was afraid to dive, and yet he knew that he must.


  


  How could a man feel otherwise, he wondered, knowing that the way was open, that he had only to step forward?


  


  Wolfert said abruptly, “You haven’t asked me whether I reported to Earth when I found you in that freighter shell.”


  


  Falk looked at him. “You did, of course,” he said. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll be gone long before they can do anything about me. You’ll tell them that I overpowered you and escaped through the Doorway - they won’t be able to prove otherwise - unless you’re conditioned against lying?”


  


  “No,” said Wolfert, “I’m not. That part’s all right, with one emendation: I’ll say I revived you, then shot and buried you. But what made you so sure that I’d be - sympathetic?”


  


  “You’re here,” said Falk simply. “You’re a volunteer. They haven’t got to the stage of conditioning people to do jobs they don’t want to do, though I suppose they will eventually. And when I’d heard you speak, I knew you were intelligent. So - you’re a hermit. You don’t like the madhouse they’re making of Earth, any more than I do.”


  


  “I don’t know,” said Wolfert slowly. “Perhaps you’re assuming too much similarity.” He looked down at his ever-present pipe, tamping the tobacco with a horny thumb. “I don’t feel as you do about the analogue system, or the present government. I’m adjusted, there. In my personal universe, it works. I can see that it will lead to disaster eventually, but that doesn’t bother me much. I’ll be dead.”


  


  He looked at Falk earnestly. “But I want the stars,” he said.


  


  “That’s an emotional thing with me...There are no slugs in these cartridges.” He indicated the gun at his hip. “Or in any of the ammunition I’ve got. They didn’t condition me against that.”


  


  Falk stared at him. “Look,” he said abruptly, “you’ve got a directive against stepping through that Doorway, is that right?”


  


  The other nodded.


  


  “Well, but is there any reason why I couldn’t knock you over the head and drag you through?”


  


  Wolfert smiled wryly, shaking his head slowly. “No good,” he said. “Somebody’s got to stay, this end.”


  


  “Why?”


  


  “Because there’s a chance that you’ll find the secret out there, somewhere. That’s what you’re hoping, too, isn’t it? You’re not just looking for a place to hide - you could do that in a thousand places on Earth. You’re after knowledge, and in spite of what I’ve told you, you’re hoping you’ll be allowed to bring it back and make the Earth over.”


  


  “It sounds a little quixotic,” said Falk, “but you’re right.”


  


  Wolfert shrugged, letting his gaze drift away again. “Well, then... there’s got to be somebody here. Somebody with no slugs in his gun. If I went with you, they’d take good care to send a different sort of man next time.”


  


  He met Falk’s eyes again briefly. “Don’t waste time feeling sorry for me,” he said. “You may not believe it, but I’m quite happy here. When I’m... alone, that is.”


  


  Falk had been wondering why the government had not sent a married couple instead of a single man, who might go mad from sheer loneliness. Now it struck him that he had been stupid. Wolfert had a wife, undoubtedly; the best kind - one who suited him perfectly, who would never be fickle, or want to return to Earth; one who cost nothing to feed, consumed no air, and had not added an ounce of weight when Wolfert had been shipped out here. And on Mars it did not ordinarily matter that no one else could see her.


  


  He felt an inward twinge of revulsion and instantly knew that Wolfert had seen and understood it. The man’s cheeks flushed, and he turned away to stare through the window, his lips thin and hard.


  


  After a moment Falk said, “Wolfert, I like you better than any man I’ve ever met. I hope you’ll believe that.”


  


  Wolfert hauled out a pipe cleaner, a complicated thing of many hinged stems, the free ends stamped into shovel shapes, tamper shapes, probes. He said, “I’m afraid I dislike you, Falk, but it’s nothing personal. I simply hate your guts a little, because you’ve got something I wasn’t lucky enough to be born with. You’re the master of your own mind.”


  


  He turned and put out his hand, grinning. “Aside from that trifling matter, I entirely approve of you. If that’s good enough—?”


  


  Falk gripped his hand. “I hope you’re here when I get back,” he said.


  


  “I’ll be here,” said Wolfert, scraping his pipe, “for another thirty-odd years, barring accidents. If you’re not back by then, I don’t suppose you’ll be coming back at all.”


  


  At Wolfert’s suggestion, Falk put on one of the other’s light Mars suits instead of the spacesuit he had worn in the freighter. The latter, designed for heavy-duty service in the orbital space station that circled Earth, was, as Wolfert pointed out, too clumsy for use on a planet’s surface. The lighter suit furnished adequate protection in thin atmosphere and was equipped with gadgetry that the other lacked: a head lamp, climbing gear, built-in compass, and traps for the occupant’s ingestion and excretion. It carried air tanks, but also had a compression outfit - which, given an atmosphere at least as oxygen-rich as that of Mars, would keep the wearer alive for as long as the batteries held out.


  


  “You’ll have to find a place where you can live off the land, so to speak, anyhow,” said Wolfert. “If all the planets you hit should happen to be dead, so will you be, very shortly. But this suit will give you longer to look, at least, and the stuff in the knapsack will last you as long as you have air. I’d give you this gun, but it wouldn’t do you any good - all the ammunition’s buggered, as I told you.”


  


  He disconnected the booby trap and stood aside as Falk moved to the entrance. Falk took one last look around at the bare metal room and at Wolfert’s spare figure and gloomy face. He stepped into the brown-glass cubicle and put his gloved hand on the lever.


  


  “See you later,” he said.


  


  Wolfert nodded soberly, almost indifferently. “So long, Falk,” he said, and put his pipe back in his mouth.


  


  Falk turned on his helmet lamp, put his free hand near the control box at his belt - and pressed the lever down.


  


  Wolfert vanished. An instant later Falk was aware that the lever was no longer beneath his hand. He turned, dazedly, and saw that it was back in its original position, above his hand.


  


  Then he remembered the curious blank that had taken Wolfert’s place and he turned again to the entrance. He saw -nothing. A gray-white blankness, featureless, uncommunicative. Was this some kind of intermediary state - and if so, how long did it last? Falk felt a brief surge of panic as he realized they had only assumed the journey was instantaneous, and another as he recalled the eight transmitters that had never been heard from....


  


  Then common sense took over, and he stepped forward to the entrance.


  


  The gray-white shaded gradually, as his gaze traveled downward, into gray-blue and violet, and then a chaos of dim colors of which his eye made nothing. He gripped the edge of the Doorway and bent forward, looking downward and still downward. Then he saw the cliff, and all the rest of the scene fell into perspective.


  


  He stood at the top of a sheer mountain - an impossible, ridiculous height. Down it went and again down, until whatever was at the bottom melted into a meaningless tapestry of grayed color. He looked to right and left and saw nothing else. No sound came through the diaphragm of his helmet. He had only the tactile and muscular responses of his own body, and the hard reality of the Doorway itself, to assure him that he was real and live.


  


  The planet was dead; he felt irrationally sure of that. It felt dead; there was not even a whisper of wind: only the featureless blanket of gray cloud, the cliff, the meaningless colors below.


  


  He looked at the kit slung to his belt: the pressure gauge, bottled litmus papers, matches. But there was no point in testing this atmosphere: even if it were breathable, there was clearly no way of getting out of the Doorway. The cliff began not more than an inch from the entrance.


  


  Falk went back to the lever, pressed it down again.


  


  This time he watched it as it reached the end of its stroke. There was no hint of transition: the lever was there, under his hand, and then it was back in the starting position - as if it had passed unfelt through the flesh of his hand.


  


  He turned.


  


  Deep blue night, blazing with stars. Underneath, a flat blue-green waste that ran straight away into the far distance.


  


  Falk stepped out onto the icy plain and looked around him, then upward. The sky was so like the one he had known as a boy in Michigan that it struck him almost as a conviction that this terminus was on Earth - in the Antarctic, perhaps, near the Pole, where no explorer had ever happened across it. Then, as he looked automatically for the Dipper, Orion’s Belt, he knew that he was wrong.


  


  He saw none of the familiar patterns. These were alien stars, in an alien sky. He reviewed what he could remember of the configurations of Earth’s southern hemisphere, but none of them fitted either.


  


  Directly above him was a group of eight stars, two of them very brilliant - four arranged in a straight line, the rest spread out in an almost perfect semicircle. Falk knew that if he had ever seen that constellation before he would not have forgotten it.


  


  Now he looked down toward the horizon, blacker than the sky. How could he know that light, warmth, safety, knowledge were not hiding just beyond the curve of the planet?


  


  He turned back to the cubicle. He was here on sufferance, a man in a Mars suit, with weeks - or, with great luck, months or years - to live. He had to find what he sought within a pitifully small radius from the Doorway, or not at all.


  


  Down went the lever again. Now it was still night - but when Falk went to the Doorway, he saw an avenue of great buildings under the stars.


  


  Now the pressure gauge came out - low, but the compressor could handle it. The litmus papers - negative. The match burned - weakly, and only for an instant, but it burned.


  


  Falk started the compressor and shut off the flow of air from the tanks slung at his back. Then he turned on his helmet light and marched off down the avenue.


  


  * * * *


  


  The buildings were variations on a theme: pyramid, cone, and wedge shape, they sloped away as they rose, so that for all their enormous bulk they did not hide the sky. Falk looked up when he had taken a few steps, subconsciously expecting to see the half-circle constellation. But it was not there, and he realized with a shock that, for all he knew, he might be halfway across the galaxy from the spot where he had stood five minutes ago.


  


  He drew a picture of the galaxy in his mind, an oval clot of mist against blackness. Near one focus of the ellipse he put a dot of brightness that stood for Sol. Then he made another dot and drew a shining line between them. Then another dot, and another line; then another. They made a sprawling letter N across the misty oval.


  


  It was incomprehensible. A race that could span the galaxy, but could not choose one destination from another?


  


  The only other alternative was: there was some function of the Doorways that men had failed to grasp, some method of selection that evaded them, as a savage might be bewildered in a modern tubeway system. But Falk’s mind rejected that. The mechanism was simple and clear. A cubicle and a lever. Function is expressed by shape; and the shape of the Doorway said “Go”; it did not say “Where?”


  


  He looked again at the buildings. The upper quarter of them, he saw now, was badly eroded: layers inches deep had been eaten away. He glanced at the fine orange sand that paved the avenue and saw that it filled doorways almost to the top. Evidently this city had lain all but buried for many years, and in some recent time the shifting sands had uncovered it again.


  


  The space between the sand and the tops of the doorways was narrow, but he thought he could squeeze through. He picked out one, centering it in the brilliant disk of his head lamp - and stood there, in the middle of the avenue, reluctant to move.


  


  He glanced back at the cubicle, as if for reassurance. It was still there, comfortably clear and sharp-lined, timeless. Now he realized what was troubling him. This city was dead - dead as the planet of the cliff or the planet of ice. The buildings were stone; they had crumbled under the weather. Their makers were dust.


  


  He had agreed with Wolfert when the other had suggested that he was on a quest for knowledge; that he hoped the Doorway would eventually take him back to Sol, armed with knowledge, ready to remake the world. But it wasn’t true. That had been his conscious idea, but it was a dream, a self-delusion - an excuse.


  


  He had no love for Earth, or any conviction that humanity must be rescued from its own weakness. If that force had driven him, there would have been no logic in leaving Earth. He could have stayed, worked himself into the governing elite, organized a revolution from within. His chance of success would have been small, but there would have been some chance.


  


  Yes, he might have done it - and for what? To remove the one control that kept humanity from destroying itself?


  


  That coin had the same face on both sides. Uncontrolled, mankind was not fit to colonize. Controlled, it dared not take the risk. Human civilization was not ready, was a dead end, an aborted experiment. Mankind was a dirty beast, ravaging its planet, befouling itself - capable of any imaginable perversion, degradation, horror.


  


  But there had been another civilization once - one that had been worthy of the stars. Falk did not believe it was dead. Stone crumbled; metal rusted; and the races that used them vanished and were not mourned. The Doorways still lived, still functioned, defying time.


  


  That race was not here; it had left no trace of itself except the Doorway. Without another glance at the buildings around him, Falk turned and went back to the brown glass cubicle.


  


  When he was three yards away from it, he saw the footprints.


  


  There were five of them, lightly impressed into the sand near the Doorway’s entrance. Search as he might, Falk could not find any more. Two, apparently, pointed away from the cubicle; the other three were the returning trail, for one overlapped one of the previous set.


  


  They were smaller than Falk’s booted prints, oval, slightly flattened along the sides. Falk stared at them as if the mere act of looking would make them give up more information; but they told him nothing.


  


  They were not human; but what did that prove?


  


  They had been made long since the time when the Doorways had been built; Falk did not know what winds swept this world, but it could only have been a few years, at most, since the sands had dropped to their present level. But even that train of logic led nowhere.


  


  They could be the trace of a Doorway builder. Or they could have been made by a wanderer like himself, another barbarian venturing in the paths of his betters.


  


  The bitterest thing of all was that, having found the trail, he could not follow it. For it led through the Doorway - to any one of sixty billion suns.


  


  Falk stepped into the cubicle and pressed the lever down once more.


  


  * * * *


  


   III


  


  White light that sealed his eyes with pain, and a vicious torrent of heat. Gasping, Falk groped frantically for the lever.


  


  The afterimage faded slowly. He saw night again, and the stars. That last one, he thought, must have been the planet of a nova. How many of those was he likely to run into?


  


  He stepped to the doorway. A wasteland: not a stick, not a stone.


  


  He went back to the lever. Light again, of bearable intensity, and a riot of color outside.


  


  Falk stepped cautiously to the entrance. Slowly his mind adapted to the unfamiliar shapes and colors. He saw a bright landscape under a tropic sun - gray-violet mountains in the distance, half veiled by mist; nearer, tall stalks that bore heavy leaves and fronds of a startling blue-green; and directly ahead of him, a broad plaza that might have been cut from one monstrous boulder of jade. On either side were low, box-shaped structures of dark vitreous material: blue, brown, green, and red. And in the middle of the plaza stood a group of slender shapes that were unquestionably alive, sentient.


  


  Falk’s heart was pounding. He stepped behind the shelter of the entrance wall and peered out. Curiously, it was not the cluster of live things that drew him, but the buildings on either side.


  


  They were made of the same enduring, clean-edged substance as the Doorway. He had come, by blind chance, at last to the right place.


  


  Now he stared at the creatures grouped in the middle of the plaza. For some reason they were disappointing. They were slender S-shapes, graceful enough in repose: lizard shapes, upright on two legs; pink of belly and umber of back. But in spite of the bandoliers slung from their narrow shoulders, in spite of their quick, patterned gestures as they spoke together, Falk could not convince himself that he had found the people he sought.


  


  They were too manlike. One turned away while two others spoke; came back leaning at a passionate angle, thrust himself between the two, gesturing wildly. Shouted down, he again left and stalked a half circle around the group. He moved as a chicken moves, awkwardly, thrusting his long neck forward at each step.


  


  Of the five others, two argued, two merely stood with drooping, attentive heads and watched; and the last stood a little apart, gazing around him disdainfully.


  


  They were funny, as monkeys are funny - because they resemble men. We laughed at our mirrored selves. Even the races of man laugh at each other when they should weep.


  


  They’re tourists, Falk thought. One wants to go to the Lido, another insists they see the Grand Canal first; the third is furious with both of them for wasting time, the next two are too timid to interfere, and the last one doesn’t care.


  


  He couldn’t imagine what their reaction to him would be. Nothing welcome, at any rate; they might want to take him home as a souvenir. He wanted to get into those buildings, but he’d have to wait until they were out of sight.


  


  While he waited, he got out the atmosphere-testing kit. The pressure gauge showed the merest trifle less than Earth normal; the litmus papers did not react; the match burned cheerfully, just as it would have on Earth. Falk turned off the oxygen, cracked the helmet valve cautiously, and sniffed.


  


  After the stale air of the suit, the breath he inhaled was so good that it brought tears to his eyes. It was fresh, faintly warm, and sweet with flower fragrance. Falk opened the helmet seam, tipped the helmet back, and let the breeze wash over his face and hair.


  


  He peered out, and saw to his dismay that the party was trooping directly toward him. Falk ducked his head back inside, glanced instinctively at the lever, then looked out again.


  


  They were running now; they had seen him. They ran very clumsily, heads darting strenuously forward and back. The one in the lead was opening and shutting his triangular mouth, and Falk heard faint yawps. He leaped out of the cubicle, cut sharply to the right, and ran.


  


  The nearest building with a visible opening, unfortunately, was some distance down the line, between Falk and the lizards. He glanced back when he was halfway there. The lizards were considerably strung out now, but the leader was only a few yards away.


  


  They were faster than they looked. Falk put his head down and tried to make his heavy boots move to a quicker rhythm. Almost to the door, he looked back again. The lizard was one jump away, its grimy, ball-tipped fingers outspread.


  


  Falk turned in desperation and, as the lizard came up, swung a knotted fist to the point of its snout. He heard its steam-whistle screech, saw it collapse, and then he was diving through the open door ahead.


  


  The door closed gently behind him - a sheet of glassy substance, the same blue as the walls, gliding down to seal the opening.


  


  Falk stared at it. Through its transparency he could see the dark shapes of the lizards crowding around, leaning to pry at the bottom of the door, gesticulating at each other. It was plain, at any rate, that the door was not going to open for them.


  


  Whether it would open for him, when he wanted it to, was another matter.


  


  He looked around him. The building was a single huge room, so long and deep that he could barely see the far walls. Scattered over the floor, patternless, were boxes, or chests, racks, shelves, little ambiguous mounds. Nearly all the objects Falk could see were fashioned of the same glass-like material.


  


  There was no dust in the room; but now that Falk thought of it, he realized that there had been none in any of the Doorways, either How that was done he could not conjecture. He moved to the nearest object, a file, or rack formed apparently to take many things of divers shapes and sizes. It was a quarter empty now, and the remaining contents had a jumbled look.


  


  He picked up an orange glass spindle, full of embedded threads, or flaws that looped in a curious pattern from one end to the other. He put it down, took a hollow sphere of opal. It was made in halves and seemed to be empty, but Falk could find no way to take it apart. He replaced it and took a brown object shaped like a double crescent, with a clear fracture plane running diagonally through it.....


  


  Half an hour later he realized that he was not going to find any picture books or engineering manuals or any one thing that would unlock the mystery of the Doorway people for him. If there were any knowledge to be gained here, it would have to come from the building as a whole.


  


  * * * *


  


  The lizards distracted him. He could see them through the walls of the building, pressing their snouts against the glass, staring with little round eyes, gesturing at him. But he learned things from them.


  


  The group broke up finally, leaving only one to guard the exit; the others dispersed. Falk saw one go into the building directly across the plaza. The door closed behind him. A little later another one approached and pounded on the door; but it did not open until the first lizard came close to it inside. Some automatic mechanism, beyond Falk’s fathoming, evidently responded to the presence or absence of any living thing inside each building. When the last person left, the door stayed open; when another person entered, it shut and would not open for the next unless the first person allowed it.


  


  That added one item to the description of the Doorway people that Falk was building in his mind. They were not property-conscious - not afraid that thieves would enter in their absence, for the doors stood open when they were gone - but they respected each other’s love of privacy.


  


  Falk had previously thought of this building as a vast factory or laboratory or dormitory - a place designed to serve a large number of people, anyhow. Now he revised his opinion. Each building, he thought, was the private domain of one person - or, if they had family groups, only two or three. But how could one person use all this space, all these possessions?


  


  He made the comparison that by now was becoming automatic. He asked himself what a cliff dweller would make of a millionaire’s triplex apartment in New York.


  


  It helped, but not enough. The objects around him were all specialized tools; they would not function for him and so told him nothing about the Doorway builders. There was nothing that he could compare to a bed, to a table, to a shower bath. He could not see the people who had lived here.


  


  With an effort, he forced himself to stop thinking in terms of men. The facts were important, not his prejudices. And then what had been a barrier became a road. There were no beds, tables, showers? Then the Doorway people did not sleep; they did not eat; they did not bathe.


  


  Probably, thought Falk, they did not die.


  


  They were fit to live among the stars...


  


  The riddle of the deserted chamber mocked him. How, having built this city, would they leave it? How would they spread the network of the Doorways across the face of the galaxy, and then leave it unused?


  


  The first question answered itself. Looking at the littered chamber, Falk thought of his comparison of the cliff dweller and the millionaire and humbly acknowledged his presumption. Not a millionaire’s triplex, he told himself... a tent.


  


  Once there had been something of particular interest on this world. No telling what it had been, for that had been some millions of years ago when Mars was a living world. But the Doorway people, a few of them, had come here to observe it. When they were finished, they had gone away, leaving their tents behind, as a man might abandon a crude shelter of sticks and leaves.


  


  And the other things they had left behind them? The cubes, cones, rods, odd shapes, each one beyond price to a man? Empty cans, thought Falk; toothpaste tubes, wrapping paper.


  


  They had abandoned this city and the million things in it because they were of no value.


  


  The sun was redder, nearer the horizon. Falk looked at the chronometer strapped to the wrist of his suit and found to his surprise that it was more than five hours since he had left Wolfert on Mars.


  


  He had not eaten. He took food out of his pack and looked at the labels on the cans. But he was not hungry; he did not even feel tired.


  


  He watched the lizards outside. They were scurrying around the plaza now, bringing armloads of junk from the building, packing them into big red boxes. As Falk watched, a curious construction floated into view down at the far end of the plaza. It was a kind of airboat, an open shell with two lizards riding it, supported by two winglike extensions with streamlined, down-pointing shapes at their ends.


  


  It drifted slowly until it hovered over the pile of boxes the lizards had gathered. Then a hatch opened in its belly, and a hook emerged at the end of three cords. The lizards on the plaza began slinging loops of cord from their boxes to the hook.


  


  Falk watched them idly. The hook began to rise, dragging the boxes after it, and at the last moment one of the lizards tossed another loop over it.


  


  The new box was heavy; the hook stopped when it took up the slack, and the airboat dipped slightly. Then it rose again, and the hook rose too, until the whole load was ten feet off the ground.


  


  Abruptly one of the three cords snapped; Falk saw it whip through the air, saw the load lurch ponderously to one side, and the airboat dip. Simultaneously the pilot sent the boat down to take up the strain on the remaining cords.


  


  The lizards were scattering. The load struck heavily; and a moment later so did the airboat. It bounced, skidded wildly, and came to rest as the pilot shut off the power.


  


  The lizards crowded around again, and the two in the airboat climbed down for an interminable conference. Eventually they got aboard again, and the boat rose a few feet while the lizards beneath disengaged the hook. Then there was another conference. Falk could see that the doors of the boat’s hatch were closed and had a crumpled look. Evidently they were jammed and could not be opened again.


  


  Finally the boat came down once more, and with much argument and gesticulation the boxes were unpacked and some of their contents reloaded into two boxes, these being hoisted with much effort into the airboat’s cockpit. The rest was left strewn around the plaza.


  


  The airboat lifted and went away, and most of the lizards followed it. One straggler came over for a last look at Falk; he peered and gestured through the wall for a while, then gave it up and followed the rest. The plaza was deserted.


  


  Some time passed, and then Falk saw a pillar of white flame that lifted, with a glint of silver at its tip, somewhere beyond the city, and grew until it arched upward to the zenith, dwindled, and vanished.


  


  So they had spaceships, the lizards. They did not dare use the Doorways, either. Not fit, not fit... too much like men.


  


  Falk went out into the plaza and stood, letting the freshening breeze ruffle his hair. The sun was dropping behind the mountains, and the whole sky had turned ruddy, like a great crimson cape streaming out of the west. Falk watched, reluctant to leave, until the colors faded through violet to gray, and the first stars came out.


  


  It was a good world. A man could stay here, probably, and live his life out in comfort and ease. No doubt there were exotic fruits to be had from those trees; certainly there was water; the climate was good; and Falk thought sardonically that there could be no dangerous wild beasts, or those twittering tourists would never have come here.


  


  If all a man wanted was a hiding place, there could be no better world than this. For a moment Falk was strongly tempted. He thought of the cold dead worlds he had seen and wondered if he would ever find a place as fair as this again. Also, he knew now that if the Doorway builders still lived, they must long ago have drawn in their outposts. Perhaps they lived now on only one planet, out of all the billions. Falk would die before he found it.


  


  He looked at the rubble the lizards had left in the middle of the plaza. One box was still filled, but burst open; that was the one that had caused all the trouble. Around it was a child’s litter of baubles - pretty glass toys, red, green, blue, yellow, white.


  


  A lizard, abandoned here by his fellows, would no doubt be happy enough in the end.


  


  With a sigh, Falk turned back to the building. The door opened before him, and he collected his belongings, fastened down his helmet, strapped on his knapsack again.


  


  The sky was dark now, and Falk paused to look up at the familiar sweep of the Milky Way. Then he switched on his helmet light and turned toward the waiting Doorway.


  


  The light fell across the burst box the lizards had left, and Falk saw a hard edge of something thrusting out. It was not the glassy adamant of the Doorway builders; it looked like stone, Falk stooped and tore the box aside.


  


  He saw a slab of rock, roughly smoothed to the shape of a wedge. On its upper face, characters were incised. They were in English.


  


  With blood pounding in his ears, Falk knelt by the stone and read what was written there.


  


  THE DOORWAYS STOP THE AGING PROCESS. I WAS 32 WHEN I LEFT MARS, AM HARDLY OLDER NOW THOUGH I HAVE BEEN TRAVELING FROM STAR TO STAR FOR A TIME I BELIEVE CANNOT BE LESS THAN20 YRS. BUT YOU MUST KEEP ON. I STOPPED HERE 2 YRS. FOUND MYSELF AGING. —HAVE OBSERVED THAT MILKY WAY LOOKS NEARLY THE SAME FROM ALL PLANETS SO FAR VISITED. THIS CANNOT BE COINCIDENCE. BELIEVE THAT DOORWAY TRAVEL IS RANDOM ONLY WITHIN CONCENTRIC BELTS OF STARS & THAT SOONER OR LATER YOU HIT DOORWAY WHICH GIVES ENTRY TO NEXT INNERMOST BELT. IF I AM RIGHT, FINAL DESTINATION IS CENTER OF GALAXY. I HOPE TO SEE YOU THERE.


  


  JAMES E. TANNER


  NATIVE OF EARTH.


  


  Falk stood up, blinded by the glory of the vision that grew in his mind. He thought he understood now why the Doorways were not selective and why their makers no longer used them.


  


  Once - a billion years ago, perhaps - they must have been uncontested owners of the galaxy. But many of their worlds were small planets like Mars - too small to keep their atmospheres and their water forever. Millions of years ago, they must have begun to fall back from these. And meanwhile, Falk thought, on the greater worlds just now cooling, the lesser breeds had arisen: the crawling, brawling things. The lizards. The men. Things not worthy of the stars.


  


  But even a man could learn if he lived long enough, journeyed far enough. James Tanner had signed himself not “TERRAN SPACE CORPS” or “U.S.A.” but “NATIVE OF EARTH.”


  


  So the way was made long, and the way was made hard; and the lesser breeds stayed on their planets. But for a man, or a lizard, who would give up all that he called “life” for knowledge, the way was open.


  


  Falk turned off the beam of his head lamp and looked up at the diamond mist of the galaxy. Where would he be a thousand years from today? Standing on that mote of light, or that, or that... ?


  


  Not dust, at any rate. Not dust, unmourned, unworthy. He would be a voyager with a destination, and perhaps half his journey would be done.


  


  Wolfert would wait in vain for his return, but it would not matter; Wolfert was happy - if you called that happiness. And on Earth, the mountains would rise and fall long after the question of human survival had been forgotten.


  


  Falk, by that time, perhaps, would be home.
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  * * * *


   


  that low


   theodore sturgeon


  


  


  There was a “psychic” operating on Vince Street. Fowler went to see her. Not that he had any faith in mumbo-jumbo: far from it. He had been told that this Mrs. Hallowell worked along strictly logical lines. That’s why he went. He liked the sound of that, being what he was. He went to her and asked her about killing himself. She said he couldn’t do it. Not “You won’t” or “shouldn’t”. She said, “You can’t.”


  


  This Fowler was a failure specialist, in the sense that a man is a carburetor specialist or a drainage specialist or a nerve specialist. You don’t get to be that kind of specialist without spending a lot of time with carburetors or sewers or nerves. You don’t stay nice and objective about it either. You get in it up to the elbows, up to the eyeballs. Fowler was a man who knew all that one man could know about failure. He knew all of the techniques, from the small social failure of letting his language forget what room of the house his mouth was in, through his declaration of war on the clock and the calendar (in all but style he was the latest), to the crowning stupidity of regarding his opinions as right purely because they were his opinions. So he had fallen and floundered through life, never following through, jumping when he should have crept, and lying down at sprintingtime. He could have written a book on the subject of failure, except for the fact that if he had, it might have been a success... and he hated failure. Well, you don’t have to love your speciality to be a specialist. You just have to live with it.


  


  It was understandable, therefore, that he should be impressed by Mrs. Hallowell’s reputation for clarity and logic, for he truly believed that here was a kindred spirit. He brought his large features and his flaccid handshake to her and her office, which were cool. The office was Swedish modern and blond. Mrs. Hallowell was dark, and said, “Sit down. Your name?”


  


  “Maxwell Fowler.”


  


  “Occupation?”


  


  “Engineer.”


  


  She glanced up. She had aluminium eyes. “Not a graduate engineer.” It was not a question.


  


  “I would have been,” said Fowler, “except for a penny-ante political situation in the school. There was a fellow—”


  


  “Yes,” she said. “Married?”


  


  “I was. You know, the kind that’ll kick a man when he’s down. She was a—”


  


  “Now, Mr. Fowler. What was it you wanted here?”


  


  “I hear you can foretell the future.”


  


  “I’m not interested in gossip,” she said, and it was the only cautionary thing she said in the entire interview. “I know about people, that’s all.”


  


  He said, “Ever since I could walk and talk, people have been against me. I can whip one or two or sometimes half a dozen or more, but by and large I’m outnumbered. I’m tired. Sometimes I think I’ll check out.”


  


  “Are you going to ask me if you should?”


  


  “No. If I will. You see, I think about it all the time. Sometimes I—”


  


  “All right,” she said. “As long as you understand that I don’t give advice. I just tell about what’s going to happen.”


  


  “What’s going to happen?”


  


  “Give me a check.”


  


  “What?”


  


  “Give me a check. No - don’t write on it. Just give it to me.”


  


  “But—”


  


  ‘You wouldn’t pay me afterward.”


  


  “Now look, my word’s as good as—” and then he looked into the eyes. He got out his checkbook. She took a pen and wrote on the check.


  


  She gave it back to him and he looked at it and said, “That’s foolish.”


  


  “You have it, though.”


  


  “Yes, I have, but—”


  


  “Sign it then,” she said casually, “or go away.”


  


  He signed it. “Well?”


  


  She hesitated. There was something—


  


  “Well?” he rapped again. “What’ll I do? I’m tired of all this persecution.”


  


  “I take it you’re asking me what you shall do - not what you should or will do.”


  


  “Lawyer’s talk, huh.”


  


  “Laws,” she said. ‘Yes.” She wet her lips. ‘You shall live a long and unhappy life.” Then she put away the check.


  


  Maxwell looked after it, longingly. “It can’t be unhappier than it is.”


  


  “That may well be.”


  


  “Then I don’t want to live a long life.”


  


  “But you shall.”


  


  “Not if I don’t want to,” he said grimly. “I tell you, I’m tired.”


  


  She shook her head. “It’s gone too far,” she said, not unkindly. ‘You can’t change it.”


  


  He got up. “I can. Anytime, I can. Then you’ll be wrong, won’t you?”


  


  “I’m not wrong,” said Mrs. Hallowell.


  


  “I’ll kill myself,” said Maxwell, and that was when she told him he couldn’t. He was very angry, but she did not give him back his check. By the time he thought of stopping payment on it, it had cleared the bank. He went on living his life.


  


  The amount of money he had paid Mrs. Hallowell dug quite a hole, but for a surprisingly long time he was able to walk around it. However, he did nothing to fill it up, and inevitably he had the choice of facing his creditors or killing himself. So he got a piece of rope and made a noose and put it around his neck. He tied the other end to the leg of the radiator, and he fell six stories. He hit a canvas marquee, tore through it, and fell heavily to the sidewalk. There was quite a crowd there, after a while, to listen to the noises he made because of what was broken.


  


  Fowler took a while to mend, and spent it in careful thought. He took no comfort from his thoughts, for they were honest ones, and he did not care at all for his conclusions, which drafted a portrait no one would admire and an insight no one would want as a bedfellow. He got through it, though, and put a list of his obligations down on paper and drew up a plan for taking care of things. It was a plan that was within his capabilities and meant chip, chip, chip for a long, long, time before he could ever call himself honestly broke again. The first person he tried it out on was the business manager of the hospital, and to his immense surprise it worked: that is, he wouldn’t get sued for the bill, and the hospital would go along with him until it was all straightened out. Nobody had ever given him that much of a break before; but then, he had never tackled a problem this way before.


  


  He got out of the hospital and began chipping.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mrs. Hallowell had a bad moment over Fowler. She started up out of her sleep one night, thinking about him.


  


  “Oh, how awful,” she said. “I made a mistake!”


  


  She phoned in the morning. Fowler was not there. Mrs. Hallowell phoned and phoned around until she got someone who could tell her about Fowler. The tenant in the apartment next to Fowler’s had made a mistake about a gas heater, and had a bad cold, and lit a match, and blew the end of the building out. Fowler had been picked up from the wreckage, bleeding. The someone said, “Is there any message I could send to him?”


  


  “No,” said Mrs. Hallowell. “No. Not... now.”


  


  They saved Fowler that time, too. It was a lot of trouble. They had to take this and that off, and the other out. He was put, finally, in a very short bed with a mass of equipment beside him, humming and clicking. It circulated fluids, and another part of it dripped into a tube, and there was a thing that got emptied a couple of times a day without Fowler’s worrying about it.


  


  That was the trouble with Mrs. Hallowell’s talent. It lay in such broad lines. A mistake could cover a lot of territory. Fowler gradually became aware of her mistake. It took him about two months.


  


  People came by and clucked their tongues when they saw him. There was a bright-eyed, dry-faced old lady who put flowers near him every week or so. He didn’t have to go on with that chip, chip, pay, pay any more. Everybody was sorry for him, and everybody always would be, as long as he lived, which would be very nearly as long as the equipment could be kept running. A long time. A long life. Mrs. Hallowell had been right, dead right, about the long life.


  


  Where she made her mistake was in thinking that he would be unhappy.
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  * * * *


  


  or the grasses grow


   avram davidson


  


  


  About halfway along the narrow and ill-paved county road between Crosby and Spanish Flats (all dips and hollows shimmering falsely like water in the heat till you get right up close to them), the road to Tickisall Agency branches off. No pretense of concrete or macadam - or even grading - deceives the chance or rarely purposeful traveler. Federal, state, and county governments have better things to do with their money: Tickisall pays no taxes, its handful of residents have only recently been accorded the vote, and that grudgingly: an out-of-state judge unexpectedly on the circuit. Man had no idea of the problem involved. Courts going to hell anyway.


  


  The sun-baked earth is cracked and riven. A few dirty sheep and a handful of scrub cows share its scanty herbage with an occasional sway-backed horse or stunted burro. Here and there a gaunt automobile rests in the thin shadow of a board shack and a child, startled doubtless by the smooth sound of a strange motor, runs like a lizard through the dusty wastes to hide, and then to peer. Melon vines dried past all hope of fruit lie in patches next to whispery, tindery cornstalks.


  


  And in the midst of all this, next to the only spring which never goes dry, are the only painted buildings, the only decent buildings, in the area. In the middle of the green lawn is a pole with the flag, and right behind the pole, over the front door, the sign: U. S. BUREAU OF INDIAN AFFAIRS. TICKISALL AGENCY. OFFICE OF THE SUPERINTENDENT.


  


  Before Uncle Fox-Head sat a basket with four different kinds of clay, and next to the basket was a medicine gourd full of water. The old man rolled the clay between his moistened palms, singing in a low voice. Then he washed his hands and sprinkled them with pollen. Then he took up the prayer sticks, made of juniper (once there had been juniper trees on the Reservation, once there had been many trees) and painted with the signs of Thunder, Sun, Moon, Rain, Lightning; with the feathers tied to them - once there bad been birds, too . . .


  


  Oh, people-of-the-Hidden-Places,


  Oh, take our message to the Hidden Places,


  Swiftly, swiftly, now,


  


  the old man chanted, shaking the medicine sticks.


  


  Oh, you Swift Ones, People-with-no-legs,


  Take our message to the People-with-no-bodies,


  Swiftly, swiftly, now . . .


  


  The old man’s skin was like a cracked, worn moccasin. With his turkey-claw hand he took up the gourd rattle, shook it: west~ south, up, down, east north.


  


  Oh, people-of-the-hollow-Earth,


  Take our message to the hollow Earth,


  Take our song to our Fathers and Mothers,


  Take our cry to the Spirit People,


  Take and go, take and go,


  Swiftly, swiftly, now . . .


  


  The snakes rippled across the ground and were gone, one by one. The old man’s sister’s son helped him back to his sheepskin, spread in the shade, where he half sat, half lay, panting.


  


  * * * *


  


  His great-nephews, Billy Cottonwood and Sam Quarterhorse, were talking together in English. “There was a fellow in my outfit,” Cottonwood said; “a fellow from West Virginia, name of Corrothers. Said his grandmother claimed she could charm away warts. So I said my great-uncle claimed be could make snakes. And they all laughed fit to kill and said, ‘Chief, when you try a snow job, it turns into a blizzard!’ . . . Old Corrothers,” be reflected. “We were pretty good buddies. Maybe I’ll go to West Virginia and look him up. I could bitch, maybe.”


  


  Quarterhorse said, “Yeah, you can go to West Virginia, and I can go to L.A. - but what about the others? Where they going to go, if Washington refuses to act?”


  


  The fond smile of recollection left his cousin’s lean, brown face. “I don’t know,” be said. “I be damned and go hell if I know.” And then the old pickup came rattling and coughing up to the house, and Sam said, “Here’s Newton.”


  


  Newton Quarterhorse, his brother Sam, and Billy Cottonwood were the only three Tickisalls who bad passed the physical and gone into the Army. There weren’t a lot of others who were of conscripting age (or any other age, for that matter), and whom TB didn’t keep out, other ailments active or passive did. Once there had been trees on the Reservation, and birds, and deer, and healthy men.


  


  The wash-faded Army sun tans bad been clean and fresh as always when Newt set out for Crosby, but they were dusty and sweaty now. He took a piece of wet burlap out and removed a few bottles from it. “Open these, Sam, will you, while I wash,” be said. “Cokes for us, strawberry pop for the old people . . . How’s Uncle Fox-Head?”


  


  Billy grunted. “Playing at making medicine snakes again . Do you suppose, if we believed him - that he could?”


  


  Newt shrugged. “Well, maybe if the telegram don’t do any good, the snakes will. And I’m damned sure they won’t do no worse. That son of a bitch Easly,” he said, looking out over the drought-bitten land. “ ‘Sending a smoke signal to the Great White Father again, Sitting Bull?’ he says, smirking and sneering. ‘You just take the money and send the wire,’ I told him . . . They looked at me like coyotes looking at a sick calf.” Abruptly, he turned away and went to dip his handkerchief in the bucket. Water was hard come by.


  


  The lip of the bottle clicked against one of Uncle Fox-Head’s few teeth. He drank noisily, then licked his lips. “Today we drink the white men’s sweet water,” he said. “What will we drink tomorrow?” No one said anything. “I will tell you, then,” he continued. “Unless the white men relent, we will drink the bitter water of the Hollow Places. They are bitter, but they are strong and good.” He waved his withered hand in a semicircle. “All this will go,” he said, “and the Fathers and Mothers of the People will return and lead us to our old home inside the Earth.” His sister’s son, who had never learned English nor gone to school, moaned. “Unless the white men relent,” said the old man.


  


  “They never have,” said Cottonwood, in Tickisall. In English, he said, “What will he do when he sees that nothing happens tomorrow except that we get kicked the hell out of here?”


  


  Newt said, “Die, I suppose . . . which might not be a bad idea. For all of us.”


  


  His brother turned and looked at him. “If you’re planning Quarterhorse’s Last Stand, forget about it. There aren’t twenty rounds of ammunition on the whole Reservation.”


  


  Billy Cottonwood raised his head. “We could maybe move in with the Apahoya,” be suggested. “They’re just as dirt-poor as we are, but there’s more of them, and I guess they’ll hold on to their land awhile yet.” His cousins shook their heads. “Well, not for us. But the others . . . Look, I spoke to Joe Feather Cloud that last time I was at Apahoya Agency. If we give him the truck and the sheep, he’ll take care of Uncle Fox-Head.”


  


  Sam Quarterhorse said be supposed that was the best thing. “For the old man, I mean. I made up my mind. I’m going to L.A. and pass for Colored.” He stopped.


  


  They waited till the now shiny automobile had gone by toward the Agency in a cloud of dust. His brother said, “The buzzards are gathering.” Then he asked, “How come, Sam?”


  


  “Because I’m tired of being an Indian. It has no present and no future. I can’t be a white, they won’t have me - the best I could hope for would be that they laugh: ‘How, Big Chief’ - ’Hi, Blanket-bottom.’ Yeah, I could pass for a Mexican as far as my looks go, only the Mexes won’t have me, either. But the Colored will. And there’s millions and millions of them - whatever price they pay for it, they never have to feel lonely. And they’ve got a fine, bitter contempt for the whites that I can use a lot of. ‘Pecks,’ they call them. I don’t know where they got the name from, but damn, it sure fits them. They’ve been pecking away at us for a hundred years.”


  


  They talked on some more, and all the while the dust never settled in the road. The whole tribe, what there was of it, went by toward the Agency - in old trucks, in buckboards, on horses, on foot. And after some time, they loaded up the pickup and followed.


  


  * * * *


  The Indians sat all over the grass in front of the Agency, and for once no one bothered to chase them off. They just sat, silent waiting. A group of men from Crosby and Spanish Flats were talking to the Superintendent; there were maps in their bands. The cousins went up to them, and the white men looked out of the corners of their eyes, confidence still tempered - but only a bit - by wariness.


  


  “Mr. Jenkins,” Newt said to one, “most of this is your doing and you know how I feel about it--”


  


  “You’d better not make any trouble, Quarterhorse,” said another townsman.


  


  Jenkins said, “Let the boy have his say.”


  


  “-but I know you’ll give me a straight answer. What’s going to be done here?”


  


  Jenkins was a leathery little man, burnt almost as dark as an Indian. He looked at him, not unkindly, through the spectacles which magnified his blue eyes. “Why, you know, son, there’s nothing personal in all this. The land belongs to them that can hold it and use it. It was made to be used. You people’ve had your chance, Lord knows - well. No speeches. You see, here on the map, where this here dotted line is? The county is putting through a new road to connect with a new highway the state’s going to construct. There’ll be a lot of traffic through here and this Agency ought to make a fine motel.”


  


  “And right along here-” his blunt finger traced, “there’s going to be the main irrigation canal. There’ll be branches all through the Reservation. I reckon we can raise some mighty fine alfalfa. Fatten some mighty fine cattle . . . I always thought, son, you’d be good with stock if you bad some good stock to work with. Not these worthless scrubs. If you want a job--”


  


  One of the men cleared his sinus cavities with an ugly sound and spat. “Are you out of your mind, Jenk? Here we been workin for years ta git these Indyins outa here, and you trayin ta make urn stay . . .”


  


  The Superintendent was a tall, fat, soft man with a loose smile. He said now, ingratiatingly, “Mr. Jenkins realizes, as I’m sure you do, too, Mr. Waldo, that the policy of the United States Government is, and always has been - except for the unfortunate period when John Collier was in charge of the Bureau of Indian Affairs; man may have meant well, but Lord! hopeless sentimentalist - well, our policy has always been: prepare the Indian to join the general community. Get him off the Reservation. Turn the tribal lands over to the individual. And it’s been done with other tribes and now, finally, it’s being done with this one.” He beamed.


  


  Newt gritted his teeth. Then he said, “And the result was always the same - as soon as the tribal lands were given to the individual red man they damn quick passed into the hands of the individual white man. That’s what’s happened with other tribes, and now, finally, it’s being done with this one . . . Don’t you know, Mr. Scott, that we just can’t adapt ourselves to the system of individual landownership? That we just aren’t strong enough by ourselves to hold onto real estate? That--”


  


  “Root, hog, er die,” said Mr. Waldo.


  


  “Are men hogs?” Newt cried.


  


  Waldo said, at large, “Told ya he w’s a troublemaker.” Then, bringing his long, rough, red face next to Newt’s, he said, “Listen, Indyin, you and all y’r stinkin relatives are through. If Jenkins is damn fool enough ta hire ya, that’s his lookout. But if be don’t, you better stay far, far away, Y’cause nobody likes ya, nobody wants ya, and now that the Guvermint in Worsbermon is finely come ta their sentces, nobody is goin ta protect ya - you and y’r mangy cows and y’r smutty-nosed sheep and y’r blankets--”


  


   Newt’s face showed his feelings, but before be could voice them, Billy Cottonwood broke in. “Mr. Scott,” he said, “we sent a telegram to Washington, asking to halt the breakup of the Reservation.”


  


  Scott smiled his sucaryl smile. “Well, that’s your privilege as a citizen.”


  


  Cottonwood spoke on. He mentioned the provisions of the bill passed by Congress, authorizing the Commissioner of Indian Affairs to liquidate, at his discretion, all reservations including less than one hundred residents, and to divide the land among them.


  


  “Mr. Scott, when the Treaty of juniper Butte was made between the United States and the Tickisalls,” Cottonwood said, “there were thousands of us. That treaty was to be kept ‘as long as the sun shall rise or the grasses grow.’ The government pledged itself to send us doctors - it didn’t and we died like flies. It pledged to send us seed and cattle; it sent us no seed, and we had to eat the few hundred bead of Stockyard castoffs they did send us, to keep from starving. The government was to keep our land safe for us forever, in a sacred trust - and in every generation they’ve taken away more and more. Mr. Scott - Mr. Jenkins, Mr. Waldo, and all you other gentlemen - you knew, didn’t you, when you were kind enough to loan us money - or rather, to give us credit at the stores - when this drought started - you knew that this bill was up before Congress, didn’t you?”


  


  No one answered him. “You knew that it would pass, and that turning our lands over to us wouldn’t mean a darned thing, didn’t you? That we already owed so much money we couldn’t pay that our creditors would take all our land? Mr. Scott, how can the government let this happen to us? It made a treaty with us to keep our lands safe for us ‘as long as the sun rises or the grasses grow.’ Has the sun stopped rising? Has the grass stopped growing? We believed in you - we kept our part of the treaty. Mr. Scott, won’t you wire Washington - won’t you other gentlemen do the same? To stop this thing that’s being done to us? It’s almost a hundred years now since we made treaty, and we’ve always hoped. Now we’ve only got till midnight to hope. Unless--?”


  


  But the Superintendent said, No, be couldn’t do that. And Jenkins shook his head, and said, Corry - it was really all for the best. Waldo shrugged, produced a packet of legal papers. “I’ve been deppatized ta serve all these,” be said. “Soons the land’s all passed over ta individi’l ownership - which is 12 p.m. tanight. But if you give me y’r word (whatever that’s worth) not ta make no trouble, why, guess it c’n wait till morning. You go back ta y’r shacks and I’ll be round, come morning. We’ll sleep over with Scott f’r tanight.”


  


  Sam Quarterhorse said, “We won’t make any trouble, no. Not much use in that. But we’ll wait right here. It’s still possible we’ll bear from Washington before midnight.”


  


  The Superintendent’s house was quite comfortable. Logs (cut by Indian labor from the last of the Reservation’s trees) blazed in the big fireplace (built by Indian labor). A wealth of rugs (woven by Indians in the Reservation school) decorated wall and floor. The card game bad been on for some time when they heard the first woman start to wail. Waldo looked up nervously. Jenkins glanced at the clock. “Twelve midnight,” he said. “Well, that’s it. All over but the details. Took almost a hundred years, but it’ll be worth it.”


  


  Another woman took up the keening. It swelled to a chorus of heartbreak, then died away. Waldo picked up his cards, then put them down again. An old man’s voice bad begun a chant. Someone took it up - then another. Drums joined in, and rattles. Scott said, “It was old Fox-Head who started that just now. They’re singing the death song. They’ll go on till morning.”


  


  Waldo swore. Then he laughed. “Let’m,” he said. “It’s their last morning.”


  


  * * * *


  Jenkins woke up first. Waldo stirred to wakefulness as he beard the other dressing. “What time is it?” he asked.


  


  “Don’t know,” Jenkins said. “But it feels to me like gettin-up time . . . You bear them go just awhile back? No? Don’t know how you could miss it. Singing got real loud - seemed like a whole lot of new voices joined in. Then they all got up and moved off. Wonder where they went . . . I’m going to have a look around outside.” He switched on his flashlight and left the house. In another minute Waldo joined him, knocking on Scott’s door as he passed.


  


  The ashes of the fire still smoldered, making a dull red glow. It was very cold. Jenkins said, “Look here, Waldo look.” Waldo followed the flashlight’s beam, said he didn’t see anything. “It’s the grass . . . it was green last night. It’s all dead and brown now. Look at it. . .”


  


  Waldo shivered. “Makes no difference. We’ll get it green again. The land’s ours now.”


  


  Scott joined them, his overcoat hugging his ears. “Why is it so cold?” he asked. “What’s happened to the clock? Who was tinkering with the clock? It’s past eight by clock it ought to be light by now. Where did all the Tickisalls go to? What’s happening? There’s something in the air - I don’t like the feel of it. I’m sorry I ever agreed to work with you, no matter what you paid me--”


  


  Waldo said, roughly, nervously, “Shut up. Some damned Indyin sneaked in and must of fiddled with the clock. Hell with um. Govermint’s on our side now. Soon’s it’s daylight we’ll clear um all out of here f’r good.”


  


  Shivering in the bitter cold, uneasy for reasons they only dimly perceived, the three white men huddled together by the dying fire and waited for the sun to rise.


  


  And waited. And waited. And waited.
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  He had a name, but at home he was called ‘Sonny,’ and he was almost always at home. He hated it Other boys his age went to school. Sonny would have done anything to go to school, but his family was, to put it mildly, not well off. It wasn’t Sonny’s fault that his father was spectacularly unsuccessful. But it meant - no school for Sonny, no boys of his own age for Sonny to play with. All childhoods are tragic (as all adults forget), but Sonny’s was misery all the way through.


  


  The worst time was at night, when the baby sister was asleep and the parents were grimly eating and reading and dancing and drinking, until they were ready to drop. And of all bad nights, the night before his twelfth birthday was perhaps Sonny’s worst. He was old enough to know what a birthday party was like. It would be cake and candy, shows and games; it would be presents, presents, presents. It would be a terrible, endless day.


  


  He switched off the colour-D television and the recorded tapes of sea chanties and, with an appearance of absent-mindedness, walked towards the door of his playroom.


  


  Davey Crockett got up from beside the model rocket field and said, “Hold on thar, Sonny. Mought take a stroll with you.’ Davey’s face was serene and strong as a Tennessee crag; it swung its long huntin’ rifle under one arm and put its other arm around Sonny’s shoulders. ‘Where you reckon we ought to head?’


  


  Sonny shook Davey Crockett’s arm off. ‘Get lost,’ he said petulantly. “Who wants you around?’


  


  Long John Silver came out of the closet, hobbling on its wooden leg, crouched over its knobby cane. ‘Ah, young master,’ it said reproachfully, ‘you shouldn’t ought to talk to old Davey like that! He’s a good friend to you, Davey is. Many’s the weary day Davey and me has been a-keepin’ of your company. I asks you this, young master: Is it fair and square that you should be a-tellin’ him to get lost? Is it fair, young master? Is it square?’


  


  Sonny looked at the floor stubbornly and didn’t answer. My gosh, what was the use of answering dummies like them? He stood rebelliously silent and still until he just felt like saying something. And then he said: ‘You go in the closet, both of you. I don’t want to play with you. I’m going to play with my trains.’


  


  Long John said unctuously, ‘Now there’s a good idea, that is! You just be a-havin’ of a good time with your trains, and old Davey and me’ll -’


  


  ‘Go ahead!’ shouted Sonny. He stood stamping his foot until they were out of sight.


  


  His fire truck was in the middle of the floor; he kicked at it, but it rolled quickly out of reach and slid into its little garage under the tanks of tropical fish. He scuffed over to the model railroad layout and glared at it. As he approached, the Twentieth Century Limited came roaring out of a tunnel, sparks flying from its stack. It crossed a bridge, whistled at a grade crossing, steamed into the Union Station. The roof of the station glowed and suddenly became transparent, and through it Sonny saw the bustling crowds of redcaps and travellers -


  


  ‘I don’t want that,’ he said. ‘Casey, crack up old Number Ninety-Nine again.’


  


  Obediently the layout quivered and revolved a half-turn. Old Casey Jones, one and an eighth inches tall, leaned out of the cab of the S.P. locomotive and waved good-bye to Sonny. The locomotive whistled shrilly twice and started to pick up speed -


  


  It was a good crackup. Little old Casey’s body, thrown completely free, developed real blisters from the steam and bled real blood. But Sonny turned his back on it. He had liked that crack-up for a long time - longer than he liked almost any other toy he owned. But he was tired of it.


  


  He looked around the room.


  


  Tarzan of the Apes, leaning against a foot-thick tree trunk, one hand on a vine, lifted its head and looked at him. But Tarzan, Sonny calculated craftily, was clear across the room. The others were in the closet -


  


  Sonny ran out and slammed the door. He saw Tarzan start to come after him, but even before Sonny was out of the room Tarzan slumped and stood stock-still.


  


  It wasn’t fair, Sonny thought angrily. It wasn’t fair! They wouldn’t even chase him, so that at least he could have some kind of chance to get away by himself. They’d just talk to each other on their little radios, and in a minute one of the tutors, or one of the maids, or whatever else happened to be handy, would vector in on him. And that would be that


  


  But for the moment he was free.


  


  He slowed down and walked down the Great Hall towards his baby sister’s room. The fountains began to splash as he entered the hall; the mosaics on the wall began to tinkle music and sparkle with moving colours.


  


  ‘Now, chile, whut you up to!’


  


  He turned around, but he knew it was Mammy coming towards him. It was slapping towards him on big, flat feet, its pink-palmed hands lifted to its shoulders. The face under the red bandanna was frowning, the gold tooth sparkling as it scolded : ‘Chile, you is got us’n’s so worried we’s fit to die! How you ‘speck us to take good keer of you ef’n you run off lak that? Now you jes come on back to your nice room with Mammy an’ we’ll see if there ain’t some real nice programme on the teevee.’


  


  Sonny stopped and waited for it, but he wouldn’t give it the satisfaction of looking at it. Slap-slap the big feet waddled cumbersomely towards him; but he didn’t have any illusions. Waddle, big feet, three hundred pounds and all, Mammy could catch him in twenty yards with a ten-yard start. Any of them could.


  


  He said in his best icily indignant voice, ‘I was just going in to look at my baby sister.’


  


  Pause. ‘You was?’ The plump black face looked suspicious.


  


  ‘Yes, I was. Doris is my very own sister, and I love her very much.’


  


  Pause - long pause. ‘Dat’s nice,’ said Mammy, but its voice was still doubtful. ‘I ‘speck I better come ‘long with you. You wouldn’t want to wake your HI baby sister up. Ef I come I’ll he’p you keep real quiet.’


  


  Sonny shook free of it - they were always putting their hands on you.! ‘I don’t want you to come with me, Mammy!’


  


  ‘Aw now, honey! Mammy ain’t gwine bother nothin’, you knows that.’


  


  Sonny turned his back on it and marched grimly towards his sister’s room. If only they would leave him alone! But they never did. It was always that way, always one darn old robot - yes, robot, he thought, savagely tasting the naughty word. Always one darn robot after another. Why couldn’t Daddy be like other daddies, so they could live in a decent house and get rid of these darn robots - so he could go to a real school and be in a class with other boys, instead of being taught at home by Miss Brooks and Mr. Chips and all those other robots’?


  


  They spoiled everything. And they would spoil what he wanted to do now. But he was going to do it all the same, because there was something in Doris’s room that he wanted very much.


  


  It was probably the only tangible thing he wanted in the world.


  


  * * * *


  


  As they passed the imitation tumbled rocks of the Bear Cave, Mama Bear poked its head out and growled: ‘Hello, Sonny. Don’t you think you ought to be in bed? It’s nice and warm in our bear bed, Sonny.’


  


  He didn’t even look at it. Time was when he had liked that sort of thing too, but he wasn’t a four-year-old like Doris any more. All the same, there was one thing a four-year-old had -


  


  He stopped at the door of her room. ‘Doris?’ he whispered.


  


  Mammy scolded: ‘Now, chile, you knows that lil baby is asleep! How come you tryin’ to wake her up ?’


  


  ‘I won’t wake her up.’ The farthest thing from Sonny’s mind was to wake his sister up. He tiptoed into the room and stood beside the little girl’s bed. Lucky kid! he thought enviously. Being four, she was allowed to have a tiny little room and a tiny bed - where Sonny had to wallow around in a forty-foot bedchamber and a bed eight feet long.


  


  He looked down at his sister. Behind him Mammy clucked approvingly. That’s nice when chilluns loves each other lak you an’ that lil baby,’ it whispered.


  


  Doris was sound asleep, clutching her teddy-bear. It wriggled slightly and opened an eye to look at Sonny, but it didn’t say anything.


  


  Sonny took a deep breath, leaned forwards and gently slipped the teddy-bear out of the bed.


  


  It scrambled pathetically, trying to get free. Behind him Mammy whispered urgently: ‘Sonny! Now you let dat ole teddy-bear alone, you heah me?’


  


  Sonny whispered, ‘I’m not hurting anything. Leave me alone, will you?’


  


  ‘Sonny!’


  


  He clutched the little furry robot desperately around its middle. The stubby arms pawed at him, the furred feet scratched against his arms. It growled a tiny doll-bear growl, and whined, and suddenly his hands were wet with its real salt tears.


  


  ‘Sonny! Come on now, honey, you knows that’s Doris’s teddy. Aw, chile!’


  


  He said, ‘It’s mine!’ It wasn’t his. He knew it wasn’t his. His was long gone, taken away from him when he was six because it was old, and because he had been six and six-year-olds had to have bigger, more elaborate companion-robots. It wasn’t even the same colour as his - it was brown, where his had been black and white. But it was cuddly and gently warm; and he had heard it whispering little make-believe stories to Doris. And he wanted it, very much.


  


  Footsteps in the hall outside. A low-pitched pleading voice from the door: ‘Sonny, you must not interfere with your sister’s toys. One has obligations.’


  


  He stood forlornly, holding the teddy-bear. ‘Go away, Mr. Chips!’


  


  ‘Really, Sonny! This isn’t proper behaviour. Please return the toy.’


  


  He cried: ‘I won’t!’


  


  Mammy, dark face pleading in the shadowed room, leaned towards him and tried to take it away from him. ‘Aw, honey, now you knows dat’s not -’


  


  ‘Leave me alone!’ he shouted. There was a gasp and a little cry from the bed, and Doris sat up and began to weep.


  


  Well, they had their way. The little girl’s bedroom was suddenly filled with robots - and not only robots, for in a moment the butler robot appeared, its face stern and sorrowful, leading Sonny’s actual flesh-and-blood mother and father. Sonny made a terrible scene. He cried, and he swore at them childishly for being the unsuccessful clods they were; and they nearly wept too, because they were aware that their lack of standing was bad for the children.


  


  But he couldn’t keep the teddy.


  


  They got it away from him and marched him back to his room, where his father lectured him while his mother stayed behind to watch Mammy comfort the little girl. His father said: ‘Sonny, you’re a big boy now. We aren’t as well off as other people, but you have to help us. Don’t you know that, Sonny? We all have to do our part. Your mother and I’ll be up till midnight now, consuming, because you’ve interrupted us with this scene. Can’t you at least try to consume something bigger than a teddy-bear? It’s all right for Doris because she’s so little, but a big boy like you-’


  


  ‘I hate you!’ cried Sonny, and he turned his face to the wall.


  


  They punished him, naturally. The first punishment was that they gave him an extra birthday party the week following.


  


  The second punishment was even worse.


  


  * * * *


  


  2


  


  Later - much, much later, nearly a score of years - a man named Roger Garrick in a place named Fisherman’s Island walked into his hotel room.


  


  The light didn’t go on.


  


  The bellhop apologized. ‘We’re sorry, sir. We’ll have it attended to, if possible.’


  


  ‘If possible?’ Garrick’s eyebrows went up. The bellhop made putting in a new light tube sound like a major industrial operation. ‘All right.’ He waved the bellhop out of the room. It bowed and closed the door.


  


  Garrick looked around him, frowning. One light tube more or less didn’t make an awful lot of difference; there was still the light from the sconces at the walls, from the reading lamps at the chairs and chaise longue and from the photomural on the long side of the room - to say nothing of the fact that it was broad, hot daylight outside and light poured through the windows. All the same, it was a new sensation to be in a room where the central lighting wasn’t on. He didn’t like it. It was - creepy.


  


  A rap on the door. A girl was standing there, young, attractive, rather small. But a woman grown, it was apparent. ‘Mr. Garrick? Mr. Roosenburg is expecting you on the sun deck.’


  


  ‘All right.’ He rummaged around in the pile of luggage, looking for his briefcase. It wasn’t even sorted out! The bellhop had merely dumped the lot and left.


  


  The girl said, ‘Is that what you’re looking for?’ He looked where she was pointing; it was his briefcase, behind another bag. ‘You’ll get used to that around here. Nothing in the right place, nothing working right. We’ve all got used to it.’


  


  We. He looked at her sharply, but she was no robot; there was life, not the glow of electronic tubes, in her eyes. ‘Pretty bad, is it?’


  


  She shrugged. ‘Let’s go see Mr. Roosenburg. I’m Kathryn Pender, by the way. I’m his statistician.’


  


  He followed her out into the hall. ‘Statistician?’


  


  She turned and smiled - a tight, grim smile of annoyance. ‘That’s right. Surprised?’


  


  Garrick said slowly, ‘Well, it’s more a robot job. Of course, I’m not familiar with the practice in this sector…’


  


  “You will be,’ she said shortly. ‘No, we aren’t taking the elevator. Mr. Roosenburg’s in a hurry to see you.’


  


  ‘But-’


  


  She turned and glared at him. ‘Don’t you understand? Day before yesterday I took the elevator, and I was hung up between floors for an hour and a half. Something was going on at North Guardian, and it took all the power in the lines. Would it happen again today? I don’t know. But, believe me, an hour and a half is a long time to be hanging in an elevator.’ She turned and led him to the fire stairs. Over her shoulder she said: ‘Get it straight once and for all, Mr. Garrick. You’re in a disaster area here…Anyway, it’s only ten more flights.’


  


  * * * *


  


  Ten flights.


  


  Nobody climbed ten flights of stairs any more! Garrick was huffing and puffing before they were halfway, but the girl kept on ahead, light as a gazelle. Her skirt cut midway between hip and knees, and Garrick had plenty of opportunity to observe that her legs were attractively tanned. Even so, he couldn’t help looking around him. It was a robot’s-eye view of the hotel that he was getting; this was the bare wire armature that held up the confectionery suites and halls where the humans went. Garrick knew, as everyone absent-mindedly knew, that there were places like this behind the scenes everywhere. Belowstairs the robots worked; behind scenes, they moved about their errands and did their jobs. But nobody went there. It was funny about the backs of this girl’s knees; they were paler than the rest of the leg -


  


  Garrick wrenched his mind back to his surroundings. Take the guard rail along the steps, for instance. It was wire-thin, frail-looking. No doubt it could bear any weight it was required to, but why couldn’t it look that way? The answer, obviously, was that robots did not have humanity’s built-in concepts of how strong a rail should look before they could believe it really was strong. If a robot should be in any doubt - and how improbable, that a robot should be in doubt! - it would perhaps reach out a sculptured hand and test it. Once. And then it would remember, and never doubt again; and it wouldn’t be continually edging towards the wall, away from the spider-strand between him and the vertical drop -


  


  He conscientiously took the middle of the steps all the rest of the way up.


  


  Of course that merely meant a different distraction, when he really wanted to do some thinking. But it was a pleasurable distraction. And by the time they reached the top he had solved the problem; the pale spots at the back of Miss Pender’s knees meant she had got her suntan the hard way - walking in the sun, perhaps working in the sun, so that the bending knees kept the sun from the patches at the back; not, as anyone else would acquire a tan, by lying beneath a normal, healthful sunlamp held by a robot masseur.


  


  He wheezed: ‘You don’t mean we’re all the way up?’


  


  ‘All the way up,’ she agreed, and looked at him closely. ‘Here, lean on me if you want to.’


  


  ‘No, thanks!’ He staggered over to the door, which opened naturally enough as he approached it, and stepped out into the flood of sunlight on the roof, to meet Mr. Roosenburg.


  


  * * * *


  


  Garrick wasn’t a medical doctor, but he remembered enough of his basic pre-specialization to know there was something in that fizzy golden drink. It tasted perfectly splendid - just cold enough, just fizzy enough, not quite too sweet. And after two sips of it he was buoyant with strength and well being.


  


  He put the glass down and said: ‘Thank you for whatever it was. Now let’s talk.’


  


  ‘Gladly, gladly!’ boomed Mr. Roosenburg. ‘Kathryn, the files!’


  


  Garrick looked after her, shaking his head. Not only was she a statistician, which was robot work, she was also a file clerk - and that was barely even robot work, it was the kind of thing handled by a semisentient punchcard sorter in a decently run sector.


  


  Roosenburg said sharply: ‘Shocks you, doesn’t it? But that’s why you’re here.’ He was a slim, fair little man, and he wore a golden beard cropped square.


  


  Garrick took another sip of the fizzy drink. It was good stuff; it didn’t intoxicate, but it cheered. He said, ‘I’m glad to know why I’m here.’


  


  The golden beard quivered. ‘Area Control sent you down and didn’t tell you this was a disaster area?’


  


  Garrick put down the glass. ‘I’m a psychist. Area Control said you needed a psychist. From what I’ve seen, it’s a supply problem, but -’


  


  ‘Here are the files,’ said Kathryn Pender, and stood watching him.


  


  Roosenburg took the spools of tape from her and dropped them in his lap. He said tangentially, ‘How old are you, Roger?’


  


  Garrick was annoyed. ‘I’m a qualified psychist! I happen to be assigned to Area Control and -’


  


  ‘How old are you ?’


  


  Garrick scowled. ‘Twenty-four.’


  


  Roosenburg nodded. ‘Um. Rather young,’ he observed. ‘Maybe you don’t remember how things used to be.’


  


  Garrick said dangerously, ‘All the information I need is on that tape. I don’t need any lectures from you.’


  


  Roosenburg pursed his lips and got up. ‘Come here a minute, will you?’


  


  He moved over to the rail of the sun deck and pointed. ‘See those things down there?’


  


  Garrick looked. Twenty storeys down the village straggled off towards the sea in a tangle of pastel oblongs and towers. Over the bay the hills of the mainland were faintly visible through mist; and riding the bay, the flat white floats of the solar receptors.


  


  ‘It’s a power plant. That what you mean?’


  


  Roosenburg boomed, ‘A power plant. All the power the world can ever use, out of this one and all the others, all over the world.’ He peered out at the bobbing floats, soaking up energy from the sun. ‘And people used to try to wreck them,’ he said.


  


  Garrick said stiffly: ‘I may only be twenty-four years old, Mr. Roosenburg, but I have completed school.’


  


  ‘Oh, yes. Oh, of course you have, Roger. But maybe schooling isn’t the same thing as living through a time like that. I grew up in the Era of Plenty, when the law was: Consume. My parents were poor, and I still remember the misery of my childhood. Eat and consume, wear and use. I never had a moment’s peace, Roger! For the very poor it was a treadmill; we had to consume so much that we could never catch up, and the farther we fell behind, the more the Ration Board forced on us -’


  


  Roger Garrick said: ‘That’s ancient history, Mr. Roosenburg. Morey Fry liberated us from all that.’


  


  The girl said softly: ‘Not all of us.’


  


  The man with the golden beard nodded. ‘Not all of us. As you should know, Roger, being a psychist.’


  


  Garrick sat up straight, and Roosenburg went on: ‘Fry showed us that the robots could help at both ends - by making, by consuming. But it came a little late for some of us. The patterns of childhood - they linger on.’


  


  Kathryn Pender leaned towards Garrick. ‘What he’s trying to say, Mr. Garrick - we’ve got a compulsive consumer on our hands.’


  


  * * * *
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  North Guardian Island - nine miles away. It wasn’t as much as a mile wide, and not much more than that in length. But it had its city and its bathing beaches, its parks and theatres. It was possibly the most densely populated island in the world ... for the number of its inhabitants.


  


  The President of the Council convened their afternoon meeting in a large and lavish room. There were nineteen councilmen around a lustrous mahogany table. Over the President’s shoulder the others could see the situation map of North Guardian and the areas surrounding. North Guardian glowed blue, cool, impregnable. The sea was misty green; the mainland, Fisherman’s Island, South Guardian and the rest of the little archipelago were a hot and hostile red.


  


  Little flickering fingers of red attacked the blue. Flick, and a ruddy flame wiped out a corner of a beach; flick, and a red spark appeared in the middle of the city, to grow and blossom, and then to die. Each little red whip-flick was a point where, momentarily, the defenses of the island were down; but always and always, the cool blue brightened around the red, and drowned it.


  


  The President was tall, stooped, old. It wore glasses, though robot eyes saw well enough without. It said, in a voice that throbbed with power and pride: ‘The first item of the order of business will be a report of the Defence Secretary.’


  


  The Defence Secretary rose to its feet, hooked a thumb in its vest and cleared its throat. ‘Mr. President -’


  


  ‘Excuse me, sir.’ A whisper from the sweet-faced young blonde taking down the minutes of the meeting. ‘Mr. Trumie has just left Bowling Green, heading north,’


  


  The President nodded stiffly, like the crown of an old redwood nodding. ‘You may proceed, Mr. Secretary,’ it said after a moment.


  


  ‘Our invasion fleet,’ began the Secretary, in its high, clear voice, ‘is ready for sailing on the first suitable tide. Certain units have been, ah, inactivated, at the, ah, instigation of Mr. Trumie, but on the whole repairs have been completed and the units will be serviceable within the next few hours.’ Its lean, attractive face turned solemn. ‘I am afraid, however, that the Air Command has sustained certain, ah, increments of attrition - due, I should emphasize, to chances involved in certain calculated risks-’


  


  ‘Question, question!’ It was the Commissioner of Public Safety, small, dark, fire-eyed, angry.


  


  ‘Mr. Commissioner?’ the President began, but it was interrupted again by the soft whisper of the recording stenographer, listening intently to the earphones that brought news from outside.


  


  ‘Mr. President,’ it whispered, ‘Mr. Trumie has passed the Navy Yard.’ The robots turned to look at the situation map. Bowling Green, though it smouldered in spots, had mostly gone back to blue. But the jagged oblong of the Yard flared red and bright. There was a faint electronic hum in the air, almost a sigh.


  


  The robots turned back to face each other. ‘Mr. President! I demand the defence Secretary explain the loss of the Graf Zeppelin and the 456th Bomb Group!’


  


  The Defence Secretary nodded to the Commissioner of Public Safety. ‘Mr. Trumie threw them away,’ it said sorrowfully.


  


  Once again, that sighing electronic drone from the assembled robots.


  


  The Council fussed and fiddled with its papers, while the situation map on the wall flared and dwindled, flared and dwindled. The Defence Secretary cleared its throat again. ‘Mr. President, there is no question that the, ah, absence of an effective air component will seriously hamper, not to say endanger, our prospects of a suitable landing. Nevertheless - and I say this, Mr. President, in full knowledge of the conclusions that I may - indeed, should! - be drawn from such a statement - nevertheless, Mr. President, I say that our forward elements will successfully complete an assault landing -’


  


  ‘Mr. President!’ The breathless whisper of the blonde stenographer again. ‘Mr. President, Mr. Trumie is in the building!’


  


  On the situation map behind it, the Pentagon - the building they were in - flared scarlet.


  


  The Attorney General, nearest the door, leaped to its feet. ‘Mr. President, I hear him!’


  


  And they could all hear, now. Far off, down the long corridors, a crash. A faint explosion, and another crash, and a raging, querulous, high-pitched voice. A nearer crash, and a sustained, smashing, banging sound, coming towards them.


  


  The oak-panelled doors flew open, splintering.


  


  A tall, dark male figure in grey leather jacket, rocket-gun holsters swinging at its hips, stepped through the splintered doors and stood surveying the Council. Its hands hung just below the butts of the rocket guns.


  


  It drawled: ‘Mistuh Anderson Trumie!’


  


  It stepped aside. Another male figure - shorter, darker, hobbling with the aid of a stainless steel cane that concealed a ray-pencil, wearing the same grey leather jacket and the same rocket-gun holsters - entered, stood for a moment, and took a position on the other side of the door.


  


  Between them, Mr. Anderson Trumie shambled ponderously into the Council Chamber to call on his Council.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sonny Trumie, come of age.


  


  He wasn’t much more than five feet tall; but his weight was close to four hundred pounds. He stood there in the door, leaning against the splintered oak, quivering jowls obliterating his neck, his eyes nearly swallowed in the fat that swamped his skull, his thick legs trembling as they tried to support him.


  


  ‘You’re all under arrest!’ he shrilled. ‘Traitors! Traitors!’


  


  He panted ferociously, staring at them. They waited with bowed heads. Beyond the ring of councilmen, the situation map slowly blotted out the patches of red, as the repair-robots worked feverishly to fix what Sonny Trumie had destroyed.


  


  ‘Mr. Crockett!’ he cried shrilly. ‘Slay me these traitors!’


  


  Wheep-wheep, and the guns whistled out of their holsters into the tall bodyguard’s hands. Rata-tat-tat, and two by two, the nineteen councilmen leaped, clutched at air and fell, as the rocket pellets pierced them through.


  


  ‘That one too!’ cried Mr. Trumie, pointing at the sweet-faced blonde. Bang. The sweet young face convulsed and froze; it fell, slumping across its little table. On the wall the situation map flared red again, but only faintly - for what were twenty robots?


  


  Sonny gestured curtly to his other bodyguard. It leaped forward, tucking the stainless-steel cane under one arm, putting the other around the larded shoulders of Sonny Trumie. ‘Ah, now, young master,’ it crooned. ‘You just get ahold o’ Long John’s arm now -’


  


  ‘Get them fixed,’ Sonny ordered abruptly. He pushed the President of the Council out of its chair and, with the robot’s help, sank into it himself. ‘Get them fixed right, you hear? I’ve had enough traitors. I want them to do what I tell them!’


  


  ‘Sartin sure, young marster. Long John’ll -’


  


  ‘Do it now! And you, Davey! I want my lunch.’


  


  ‘Reckoned you would, Mistuh Trumie. It’s right hyar.’ The Crockett-robot kicked the fallen councilmen out of the way as a procession of waiters filed in from the corridor.


  


  He ate.


  


  He ate until eating was pain, and then he sat there sobbing, his arms braced against the tabletop, until he could eat more. The Crockett-robot said worriedly: ‘Mistuh Trumie, moughtn’t you hold back a little? Od Doc Aeschylus, he don’t keer much to have you eatin’ too much, you know.’


  


  ‘I hate Doc!’ Trumie said bitterly. He pushed the plates off the table. They fell with a rattle and a clatter, and they went spinning away as he heaved himself up and lurched alone over to the window. ‘I hate Doc!’ he brayed again, sobbing, staring through tears out the window at his kingdom with its hurrying throngs and marching troops and roaring waterfront. The tallow shoulders tried to shake with pain. He felt as though hot cinder-blocks were being thrust up into his body cavities, the ragged edges cutting, the hot weight crushing. ‘Take me back,’ he sobbed to the robots. ‘Take me away from these traitors. Take me to my Private Place!’


  


  * * * *
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  ‘So you see,’ said Roosenburg, ‘he’s dangerous.’


  


  Garrick looked out over the water, towards North Guardian. ‘I’d better look at his tapes,’ he said. The girl swiftly picked up the reels and began to thread them into the projector. Dangerous. This Trumie was dangerous, all right, Garrick conceded. Dangerous to the balanced, stable world; for it only took one Trumie to topple its stability. It had taken thousands and thousands of years for society to learn its delicate tightrope walk. It was a matter for a psychist, all right.....


  


  And Garrick was uncomfortably aware that he was only twenty-four.


  


  ‘Here you are,’ said the girl.


  


  ‘Look them over,’ said Roosenburg. ‘Then, after you’ve studied the tapes on Trumie, we’ve got something else. One of his robots. But you’ll need the tapes first.’


  


  ‘Let’s go,’ said Garrick.


  


  The girl flicked a switch, and the life of Anderson Trumie appeared before them, in colour, in three dimensions - in miniature.


  


  Robots have eyes; and where the robots go, the eyes of Robot Central go with them. And the robots go everywhere. From the stored files of Robot Central came the spool of tape that was the life story of Sonny Trumie.


  


  The tapes played into the globe-shaped viewer, ten inches high, a crystal ball that looked back into the past. First, from the recording eyes of the robots in Sonny Trumie’s nursery. The lonely little boy, twenty years before, lost in the enormous nursery.


  


  ‘Disgusting!’ breathed Kathryn Pender, wrinkling her nose. ‘How could people live like that?’


  


  Garrick said, ‘Please, let me watch this. It’s important.’ In the gleaming globe the little boy-figure kicked at his toys, threw himself across his huge bed, sobbed. Garrick squinted, frowned, reached out, tried to make contact.... It was hard. The tapes showed the objective facts, all right; but for a psychist it was the subjective reality behind the facts that mattered. Kicking at his toys. Yes, but why? Because he was tired of them - and why was he tired? Because he feared them? Kicking at his toys. Because - because they were the wrong toys? Kicking - hate them! Don’t want them! Want -


  


  A bluish flare in the viewing globe. Garrick blinked and jumped: and that was the end of that section.


  


  The colours flowed, and suddenly jelled into bright life. Anderson Trumie, a young man. Garrick recognized the scene after a moment - it was right there on Fisherman’s Island, some pleasure spot overlooking the water. A bar, and at the end of it was Anderson Trumie, pimply and twenty, staring sombrely into an empty glass. The view was through the eyes of the robot bartender.


  


  Anderson Trumie was weeping.


  


  Once again, there was the objective fact - but the fact behind the fact, what was it? Trumie had been drinking, drinking. Why? Drinking, drinking. With a sudden sense of shock, Garrick saw what the drink was - the golden, fizzy liquor. Not intoxicating. Not habit-forming! Trumie had become no drunk, it was something else that kept him drinking, drinking, must drink, must keep on drinking, or else —


  


  And again the bluish flare.


  


  There was more; there was Trumie feverishly collecting objects of art, there was Trumie decorating a palace; there was Trumie on a world tour, and Trumie returned to Fisherman’s Island.


  


  And then there was no more.


  


  ‘That,’ said Roosenburg, ‘is the file. Of course, if you want the raw, unedited tapes, we can try to get them from Robot Central, but-’


  


  ‘No.’ The way things were, it was best to stay away from Robot Central; there might be more breakdowns, and there wasn’t much time. Besides, something was beginning to suggest itself.


  


  ‘Run the first one again,’ said Garrick. ‘I think maybe there’s something there....’


  


  * * * *


  


  Garrick made out a quick requisition slip and handed it to Kathryn Pender, who looked at it, raised her eyebrows, shrugged and went off to have it filled.


  


  By the time she came back, Roosenburg had escorted Garrick to the room where the captured Trumie robot lay enchained. ‘He’s cut off from Robot Central,’ Roosenburg was saying. ‘I suppose you figured that out. Imagine! Not only has he built a whole city for himself - but even his own robot control!’


  


  Garrick looked at the robot. It was a fisherman, or so Roosenburg had said. It was small, dark, black-haired, and possibly the hair would have been curly, if the sea water hadn’t plastered the curls to the scalp. It was still damp from the tussle that had landed it in the water, and eventually in Roosenburg’s hands.


  


  Roosenburg was already at work. Garrick tried to think of it as a machine, but it wasn’t easy. The thing looked very nearly human - except for the crystal and copper that showed where the back of its head had been removed.


  


  ‘It’s as bad as a brain operation,’ said Roosenburg, working rapidly without looking up. ‘I’ve got to short out the input leads without disturbing the electronic balance…’


  


  Snip, snip. A curl of copper fell free, to be grabbed by Roosenburg’s tweezers. The fisherman’s arms and legs kicked sharply like a galvanized frog’s.


  


  Kathryn Pender said: ‘They found him this morning, casting nets into the bay and singing O Sole Mio. He’s from North Guardian, all right.’


  


  Abruptly the lights flickered and turned yellow, then slowly returned to normal brightness. Roger Garrick got up and walked over to the window. North Guardian was a haze of light in the sky, across the water.


  


  Click, snap. The fisherman-robot began to sing:


  


  Tutte le serre, dopo quel fanal,


  Dietro la caserma, ti stard ed -


  


  Click. Roosenburg muttered under his breath and probed further. Kathryn Pender joined Garrick at the window. ‘Now you see,’ she said.


  


  Garrick shrugged. ‘You can’t blame him.’


  


  ‘I blame him!’ she said hotly. ‘I’ve lived here all my life. Fisherman’s Island used to be a tourist spot - why, it was lovely here. And look at it now. The elevators don’t work. The lights don’t work. Practically all of pur robots are gone. Spare parts, construction material, everything - it’s all gone to North Guardian! There isn’t a day that passes, Garrick, when half a dozen barge-loads of stuff don’t go north, because he requisitioned them. Blame him? I’d like to kill him!’


  


  Snap. Sputtersnap. The fisherman lifted its head and carolled:


  


  Forse dommani, piangerai.


  E dopo tu, sorriderai -


  


  Snap. Roosenburg’s probe uncovered a flat black disc. ‘Kathryn, look this up, will you?’ He read the serial number from the disc, and then put down the probe. He stood flexing his fingers, staring irritably at the motionless figure.


  


  Garrick joined him. Roosenburg jerked his head at the fisherman. ‘That’s robot work, trying to tinker with their insides. Trumie has his own control centre, you see. What I have to do is recontrol this one from the substation on the mainland, but keep its receptor circuits open to North Guardian on the symbolic level. You understand what I’m talking about? It’ll think from North Guardian, but act from the mainland.’


  


  ‘Sure,’ said Garrick, far from sure.


  


  ‘And it’s damned close work. There isn’t much room inside one of those things....’ He stared at the figure and picked up the probe again.


  


  Kathryn Pender came back with a punchcard in her hand. It was one of ours, all right. Used to be a busboy in the cafeteria at the beach club.’ She scowled. ‘That Trumie!’


  


  ‘You can’t blame him,’ Garrick said reasonably. ‘He’s only trying to be good.’


  


  She looked at him queerly. ‘He’s only -’ she began; but Roosenburg interrupted with an exultant cry.


  


  ‘Got it! All right, you. Sit up and start telling us what Trumie’s up to now!’


  


  The fisherman figure said obligingly, ‘Sure, boss. Whatcha wanna know?’


  


  * * * *


  


  What they wanted to know they asked; and what they asked it told them, volunteering nothing, concealing nothing.


  


  There was Anderson Trumie, king of his island, the compulsive consumer.


  


  It was like an echo of the bad old days of the Age of Plenty, when the world was smothering under the endless, pounding flow of goods from the robot factories and the desperate race between consumption and production strained the human fabric. But Trumie’s orders came not from society, but from within. Consume! commanded something inside him, and Use! it cried, and Devour! it ordered. And Trumie obeyed, heroically.


  


  They listened to what the fisherman-robot had to say, and the picture was dark. Armies had sprung up on North Guardian, navies floated in its waters. Anderson Trumie stalked among his creations like a blubbery god, wrecking and ruling. Garrick could see the pattern in what the fisherman had to say. In Trumie’s mind, he was Hitler, Hoover and Genghis Khan; he was dictator, building a war machine; he was supreme engineer, constructing a mighty state. He was warrior.


  


  ‘He was playing tin soldiers,’ said Roger Garrick, and Roosenburg and the girl nodded.


  


  ‘The trouble is,’ boomed Roosenburg, ‘He has stopped playing. Invasion fleets, Garrick! He isn’t content with North Guardian any more, he wants the rest of the country too!’


  


  ‘You can’t blame him,’ said Roger Garrick for the third time, and stood up.


  


  ‘The question is,’ he said, ‘what do we do about it?’


  


  ‘That’s what you’re here for,’ Kathryn told him.


  


  ‘All right. We can forget,’ said Roger Garrick, ‘about the soldiers - qua soldiers, that is. I promise you they won’t hurt anyone. Robots can’t.’


  


  ‘I understand that,’ Kathryn snapped.


  


  ‘The problem is what to do about Trumie’s drain on the world’s resources.’ He pursed his lips. ‘According to my directive from Area Control, the first plan was to let him alone - after all, there is still plenty of everything for anyone. Why not let Trumie enjoy himself? But that didn’t work out too well.’


  


  ‘You are so right,’ said Kathryn Pender.


  


  ‘No, no - not on your local level,’ Garrick explained quickly. ‘After all - what are a few thousand robots, a few hundred million dollars’ worth of equipment? We could resupply this area in a week.’


  


  ‘And in a week,’ boomed Roosenburg, ‘Trumie would have us cleaned out again!’


  


  Garrick nodded. That’s the trouble,’ he admitted. ‘He doesn’t seem to have a stopping point. Yet - we can’t refuse his orders. Speaking as a psychist, that would set a very bad precedent. It would put ideas in the minds of a lot of persons - minds that, in some cases, might not be reliably stable in the absence of a stable, certain source of everything they need, on request. If we say ‘no’ to Trumie, we open the door on some mighty dark corners of the human mind. Covetousness. Greed. Pride of possession -’


  


  ‘So what are you going to do?’ cried Kathryn Pender.


  


  Garrick said resentfully, ‘The only thing there is to do. I’m going to look over Trumie’s folder again. And then I’m going to North Guardian Island.’


  


  * * * *
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  Roger Garrick was all too aware of the fact that he was only twenty-four.


  


  It didn’t make a great deal of difference. The oldest and wisest psychist in Area Control’s wide sphere might have been doubtful of success in as thorny a job as the one ahead.


  


  They started out at daybreak. Vapour was rising from the sea about them, and the little battery motor of their launch whined softly beneath the keelson. Garrick sat patting the little box that contained their invasion equipment, while the girl steered. The workshops of Fisherman’s Island had been all night making some of the things in that box - not because they were so difficult to make, but because it had been a bad night. Big things were going on at North Guardian; twice the power had been out entirely for nearly an hour, as the demand on the lines from North Guardian took all the power the system could deliver.


  


  The sun was well up as they came within hailing distance of the Navy Yard.


  


  Robots were hard at work; the Yard was bustling with activity. An overhead travelling crane, eight feet tall, laboriously lowered a prefabricated fighting top onto an eleven-foot aircraft carrier. A motor torpedo boat - full sized, this one was, not to scale - rocked at anchor just before the bow of their launch. Kathryn steered around it, ignoring the hail from the robot-lieutenant-j.g. at its rail.


  


  She glanced at Garrick over her shoulder, her face taut. ‘It’s – it’s all mixed up.’


  


  Garrick nodded. The battleships were model-sized, the small boats full scale. In the city beyond the Yard, the pinnacle of the Empire State Building barely cleared the Pentagon, next door.


  


  A soaring suspension bridge leaped out from the shore a quarter of a mile away, and stopped short a thousand yards out, over empty water.


  


  It was easy enough to understand - even for a psychist just out of school, on his first real assignment. Trumie was trying to run a world singlehanded, and where there were gaps in his conception of what his world should be, the results showed. ‘Get me battleships!’ he ordered his robot supply clerks; and they found the only battleships there were in the world to copy, the child-sized, toy-scaled play battleships that still delighted kids. ‘Get me an Air Force!’ And a thousand model bombers were hastily put together. ‘Build me a bridge!’ But perhaps he had forgotten to say to where.


  


  ‘Come on, Garrick!’


  


  He shook his head and focused on the world around him. Kathryn Pender was standing on a grey steel stage, the mooring line from their launch secured to what looked like a coast-defence cannon - but only about four feet long. Garrick picked up his little box and leaped up to the stage beside her. She turned to look at the city…


  


  “Hold on a second.’ He was opening the box, taking out two little cardboard placards. He turned her by the shoulder and, with pins from the box, attached one of the cards to her back. ‘Now me,’ he said, turning his back to her.


  


  She read the placard dubiously:


  


  I


  AM A


  SPY!


  


  ‘Garrick,’ she began, ‘you’re sure you know what you’re doing-‘


  


  ‘Put it on!’ She shrugged and pinned it to the folds of his jacket.


  


  Side by side, they entered the citadel of the enemy.


  


  * * * *


  


  According to the fisherman-robot, Trumie lived in a gingerbread castle south of the Pentagon. Most of the robots got no chance to enter it. The city outside the castle was Trumie’s kingdom, and he roamed about it, overseeing, changing, destroying, rebuilding. But inside the castle was his Private Place; the only robots that had both an inside - and outside-the-castle existence were his two bodyguards.


  


  ‘That,’ said Garrick, ‘must be the Private Place.’


  


  It was a gingerbread castle, all right. The ‘gingerbread’ was stonework, gargoyles and columns; there was a moat and a drawbridge, and there were robot guards with crooked little rifles, wearing tunics and fur shakos three feet tall. The drawbridge was up and the guards at stiff attention.


  


  ‘Let’s reconnoitre,’ said Garrick. He was unpleasantly conscious of the fact that every robot they passed - and they had passed thousands - had turned to look at the signs on their backs. Yet - it was right, wasn’t it? There was no hope of avoiding observation in any event. The only hope was to fit somehow into the pattern - and spies would certainly be a part of the pattern. Wouldn’t they?


  


  Garrick turned his back on doubts and led the way around the gingerbread palace.


  


  The only entrance was the drawbridge.


  


  They stopped out of sight of the ramrod-stiff guards. Garrick said: ‘We’ll go in. As soon as we get inside, you put on your costume.’ He handed her the box. ‘You know what to do. All you have to do is keep him quiet for a while and let me talk to him.’


  


  The girl said doubtfully, ‘Garrick. Is this going to work?’


  


  Garrick exploded: ‘How the devil do I know? I had Trumie’s dossier to work with. I know everything that happened to him when he was a kid - when this trouble started. But to reach him, to talk to the boy inside the man - that takes a long time, Kathryn. And we don’t have a long time. So…’


  


  He took her elbow and marched her towards the guards. ‘So you know what to do,’ he said.


  


  ‘I hope so,’ breathed Kathryn Pender, looking very small and very young.


  


  They marched down the wide white pavement, past the motionless guards…


  


  Something was coming towards them. Kathryn held back. ‘Come on!’ Garrick muttered.


  


  ‘No, look!’ she whispered. ‘Is that - is that Trumie?’


  


  He looked.


  


  It was Trumie, larger than life. It was Anderson Trumie, the entire human population of the most-congested-island-for-its-population in the world. On one side of him was a tall dark figure, on the other side a squat dark figure, helping him along. They looked at his face and it was horror, drowned in fat. The bloated cheeks shook damply, wet with tears. The eyes looked out with fright on the world he had made.


  


  Trumie and his bodyguards rolled up to them and past. And then Anderson Trumie stopped.


  


  He turned the blubbery head, and read the sign on the back of the girl. I am a spy. Panting heavily, clutching the shoulder of the Crockett-robot, he stared wildly at her.


  


  Garrick cleared his throat. This far his plan had gone, and then there was a gap. There had to be a gap. Trumie’s history, in the folder that Roosenburg had supplied, had told him how to reach the man. But a link was missing. Here was the subject, and here was the psychist who could cure him; and it was up to Garrick to start the cure.


  


  Trumie cried, in a staccato bleat: ‘You! What are you? Where do you belong?’


  


  He was talking to the girl. Beside him the Crockett-robot murmured, ‘Rackin she’s a spy, Mistuh Trumie. See thet sign a-hangin’ on her back?’


  


  ‘Spy? Spy?’ The quivering lips pouted. ‘Curse you, are you Mata Hari? What are you doing out here? It’s changed its face,’ Trumie complained to the Crockett-robot. ‘It doesn’t belong here. It’s supposed to be in the harem. Go on, Crockett, get it back!’


  


  ‘Wait!’ cried Garrick, but the Crockett-robot was ahead of him. It took Kathryn Pender by the arm.


  


  ‘Come along thar,’ it said soothingly, and urged her across the drawbridge. She glanced back at Garrick, and for a moment it looked as though she were going to speak. Then she shook her head, as though she were giving an order.


  


  ‘Kathryn!’ cried Garrick. ‘Trumie, wait a minute. That isn’t Mata Hari!’


  


  No one was listening. Kathryn Pender disappeared into the Private Place. Trumie, leaning heavily on the hobbling Silver-robot, followed.


  


  Garrick, coming back to life, leaped after them…


  


  The scarlet-coated guards jumped before him, their shakos bobbing, their crooken little rifles crossed to bar his way.


  


  He cried, ‘One side! Out of my way, you! I’m a human, don’t you understand? You’ve got to let me pass!’


  


  They didn’t even look at him; trying to get by them was like trying to walk through a wall of moving, thrusting steel. He shoved, and they pushed him back; he tried to dodge, and they were before him. It was hopeless.


  


  And then it was hopeless indeed, because behind them, he saw, the drawbridge had gone up.


  


  * * * *
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  Sonny Trumie collapsed into a chair like a mound of blubber falling to the deck of a whaler.


  


  Though he made no signal, the procession of serving robots started at once. In minced the maitre d’, bowing and waving its graceful hands; in marched the sommelier, clanking its necklace of keys, bearing its wines in their buckets of ice. In came the lovely waitress-robots and the sturdy steward-robots, with the platters and tureens, the plates and bowls and cups. They spread a meal - a dozen meals - before him, and he began to eat. He ate as a penned pig eats, gobbling until it chokes, forcing the food down because there is nothing to do but eat. He ate, with a sighing accompaniment of moans and gasps, and some of the food was salted with the tears of pain he wept into it, and some of the wine was spilled by his shaking hand. But he ate. Not for the first time that day, and not for the tenth.


  


  Sonny Trumie wept as he ate. He no longer even knew he was weeping. There was the gaping void inside him that he had to fill, had to fill; there was the gaping world about him that he had to people and build and furnish - and use. He moaned to himself. Four hundred pounds of meat and lard, and he had to lug it from end to end of his island, every hour of every day, never resting, never at peace! There should have been a place somewhere, there should have been a time, when he could rest. When he could sleep without dreaming, sleep without waking after a scant few hours with the goading drive to eat and to use, to use and to eat…And it was all so wrong ! The robots didn’t understand. They didn’t try to understand, they didn’t think for themselves. Let him take his eyes from any one of them for a single day, and everything went wrong. It was necessary to keep after them, from end to end of the island, checking and overseeing and ordering - yes, and destroying to rebuild, over and over I


  


  He moaned again, and pushed the plate away.


  


  He rested, with his tallow forehead fiat against the table, waiting, while inside him the pain ripped and ripped, and finally became bearable again. And slowly he pushed himself up again, and rested for a moment, and pulled a fresh plate towards him, and began again to eat....


  


  After a while he stopped. Not because he didn’t want to go on, but because he couldn’t.


  


  He was bone-tired, but something was bothering him - one more detail to check, one more thing that was wrong. The houri at the drawbridge. It shouldn’t have been out of the Private Place. It should have been in the harem, of course. Not that it mattered, except to Sonny Trumie’s sense of what was right. Time was when the houris of the harem had their uses, but that time was long and long ago; now they were property, to be fussed over and made to be right, to be replaced if they were worn, destroyed if they were wrong. But only property, as all of North Guardian was property - as all of the world would be his property, if only he could manage it.


  


  But property shouldn’t be wrong.


  


  He signalled to the Crockett-robot and, leaning on it, walked down the long terrazzo hall towards the harem. He tried to remember what the houri had looked like. It had worn a sheer red blouse and a brief red skirt, he was nearly sure, but the face…


  


  It had had a face, of course. But Sonny had lost the habit of faces. This one had been somehow different, but he couldn’t remember just why. Still - the blouse and skirt, they were red, he was nearly sure. And it had been carrying something in a box. And that was odd, too.


  


  He waddled a little faster, for now he was sure it was wrong.


  


  ‘That’s the harem, Mistuh Trumie,’ said the robot at his side. It disengaged itself gently, leaped forward and held the door to the harem for him.


  


  ‘Wait for me,’ Sonny commanded, and waddled forwards into the harem halls. Once he had so arranged the harem that he needed no help inside it; the halls were railed, at a height where it was easy for a pudgy hand to grasp the rail; the distances were short, the rooms close together. He paused and called over his shoulder, ‘Stay where you can hear me.’ It had occurred to him that if the houri-robot was wrong, he would need Crockett’s guns to make it right.


  


  A chorus of female voices sprang into song as he entered the main patio. They were a bevy of beauties, clustered around a fountain, diaphanously dressed, languorously glancing at Sonny Trumie as he waddled inside. ‘Shut up!’ he commanded. ‘Go back to your rooms.’ They bowed their heads and, one by one, slipped into the cubicles.


  


  No sign of the red blouse and the red skirt. He began the rounds of the cubicles, panting, peering into them. ‘Hello, Sonny,’ whispered Theda Bara, lithe on a leopard rug, and he passed on. ‘I love you!’ cried Nell Gwynn, and, ‘Come to me!’ commanded Cleopatra, but he passed them by. He passed Dubarry and Marilyn Monroe, he passed Moll Flanders and he passed Troy’s Helen. No sign of the houri in red...


  


  And then he saw signs. He didn’t see the houri, but he saw the signs of the houri’s presence; the red blouse and the red skirt, lying limp and empty on the floor.


  


  Sonny gasped, ‘You! Where are you? Come out here where I can see you!’


  


  Nobody answered Sonny. ‘Come out!’ he bawled.


  


  And then he stopped. A door opened and someone came out; not a houri, not female; a figure without sex but loaded with love, a teddy-bear figure, as tall as pudgy Sonny Trumie himself, waddling as he waddled, its stubbed arms stretched out to him.


  


  Sonny could hardly believe his eyes. Its colour was a little darker than Teddy. It was a good deal taller than Teddy. But unquestionably, undoubtedly, in everything that mattered it was - ‘Teddy,’ whispered Sonny Trumie, and let the furry arms go around his four hundred pounds.


  


  * * * *


  


  Twenty years disappeared. ‘They wouldn’t let me have you,’ Sonny told the teddy; and it said, in a voice musical and warm:


  


  ‘It’s all right, Sonny. You can have me now, Sonny. You can have everything, Sonny.’


  


  ‘They took you away,’ he whispered, remembering. They took the teddy-bear away; he had never forgotten. They took it away, and they were wild. Mother was wild, and father was furious; they raged at the little boy and scolded him, and threatened him. Didn’t he know they were poor, and did he want to ruin them all, and what was wrong with him anyway, that he wanted his little sister’s silly stuffed robots when he was big enough to use nearly grown-up goods.


  


  The night had been a terror with the frowning, sad robots ringed around and the little girl crying; and what had made it terror was not the scolding - he’d had scoldings - but the worry, the fear and almost the panic in his parents’ voices. For what he did, he came to understand, was no longer a childish sin; it was a big sin, a failure to consume his quota -


  


  And it had to be punished. The first punishment was the extra birthday party; the second was - shame. Sonny Trumie, not quite twelve, was made to feel shame and humiliation. Shame is only a little thing, but it makes the one who owns it little too. Shame. The robots were reset to scorn him. He woke to mockery, and went to bed with contempt. Even his little sister lisped the catalogue of his failures. You aren’t trying, Sonny, and You don’t care, Sonny, and You’re a terrible disappointment to us, Sonny. And finally all the things were true; because Sonny at twelve was what his elders made him.


  


  And they made him ... ‘neurotic’ is the term; a pretty-sounding word that means ugly things like fear and worry and endless self-reproach....


  


  ‘Don’t worry,’ whispered the teddy. ‘Don’t worry, Sonny. You can have me. You can have what you want. You don’t have to have anything else....’


  


  * * * *
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  Garrick raged through the halls of the Private Place like a tiger upon a kid. ‘Kathryn!’ he cried. ‘Kathryn Pender!’ Finally he had found a way in, unguarded, forgotten. But it had taken time. And he was worried. ‘Kathryn!’ The robots peeped out at him, worriedly, and sometimes they got in his way and he bowled them aside. They didn’t fight back, naturally - what robot would hurt a human? But sometimes they spoke to him, pleading, for it was not according to the wishes of Mr. Trumie that anyone but him rage destroying through North Guardian Island. He passed them by. ‘Kathryn!’ he called. ‘Kathryn!’


  


  It wasn’t that Trumie was dangerous.


  


  He told himself fiercely: Trumie was not dangerous. Trumie was laid bare in his folder, the one that Roosenburg had supplied. He couldn’t be blamed, and he meant no harm. He was once a bad little boy who was trying to be good by consuming, consuming; and he wore himself into neurosis doing it; and then they changed the rules on him. End of the ration; end of forced consumption, as the robots took over for mankind at the other end of the cornucopia. It wasn’t necessary to struggle to consume, so the rules were changed....


  


  And maybe Mr. Trumie knew that the rules had been changed; but Sonny didn’t. It was Sonny, the bad little boy trying to be good, who had made North Guardian Island…


  


  And it was Sonny who owned the Private Place, and all it held - including Kathryn Pender.


  


  Garrick called hoarsely, ‘Kathryn! If you hear me, answer me!’


  


  It had seemed so simple. The fulcrum on which the weight of Trumie’s neurosis might move was a teddy-bear; give him a teddy-bear - or, perhaps, a teddy-bear suit, made by night in the factories of Fisherman’s Island, with a girl named Kathryn Pender inside - and let him hear, from a source he could trust, the welcome news that it was no longer necessary to struggle, that compulsive consumption could have an end. Permissive analysis would clear it up; but only if Trumie would listen.


  


  ‘Kathryn!’ roared Roger Garrick, racing through a room of mirrors and carved statues. Because, just in case Trumie didn’t listen, just in case the folder was wrong and the teddy wasn’t the key -


  


  Why, then, the teddy to Trumie was only a robot. And Trumie destroyed them by the score.


  


  * * * *


  


  ‘Kathryn!’ cried Roger Garrick, trotting through the silent palace; and at last he heard what might have been an answer. At least it was a voice - a girl’s voice, at that. He was before a passage that led to a room with a fountain and silent female robots, standing and watching him. The voice came from a small room. He ran to the door.


  


  It was the right door.


  


  There was Trumie, four hundred pounds of lard, lying on a marble bench with a foam-rubber cushion, the jowled head in the small lap of –


  


  Teddy. Or Kathryn Pender in the teddy-bear suit, the sticky like legs pointed straight out, the stick-like arms clumsily patting him. She was talking to him, gently and reassuringly. She was telling him what he needed to know - that he had eaten enough, that he had used enough, that he had consumed enough to win the respect of all, and an end to consuming.


  


  Garrick himself could not have done better.


  


  It was a sight from Mother Goose, the child being soothed by his toy. But it was not a sight that fit in well with its surroundings, for the seraglio was upholstered in mauve and pink, and wicked paintings hung about.


  


  Sonny Trumie rolled the pendulous head and looked squarely at Garrick. The worry was gone from the fearful little eyes.


  


  Garrick stepped back.


  


  No need for him just at this moment. Let Trumie relax for a while, as he had not been able to relax for a score of years. Then the psychist could pick up where the girl had been unable to proceed; but in the meantime, Trumie was finally at rest.


  


  The teddy looked up at Garrick, and in its bright blue eyes, the eyes that belonged to the girl named Kathryn, he saw a queer tincture of triumph and compassion.


  


  Garrick nodded and left, and went out to the robots of North Guardian and started them clearing away.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sonny Trumie nestled his swine’s head in the lap of the teddy-bear. It was talking to him so nicely, so nicely. It was droning away, ‘Don’t worry, Sonny. Don’t worry. Everything’s all right. Everything’s all right.’ Why, it was almost as though it were real.


  


  It had been, he calculated with the part of his mind that was razor-sharp and never relaxed, it had been nearly two hours since he had eaten. Two hours! And he felt as though he could go another hour at least, maybe two. Maybe - maybe even not eat at all again that day. Maybe even learn to live on three meals. Perhaps two. Perhaps -


  


  He wriggled - as well as four hundred greasy pounds can wriggle - and pressed against the soft warm fur of the teddy-bear. It was so soothing! ‘You don’t have to eat so much, Sonny. You don’t have to drink so much. No one will mind. Your father won’t mind, Sonny. Your mother won’t mind ...’


  


  It was very comfortable to hear the teddy-bear telling him those things. It made him drowsy. So deliciously drowsy! It wasn’t like going to sleep, as Sonny Trumie had known going to sleep for a dozen or more years, the bitterly fought surrender to the anesthetic weariness. It was just drowsy....


  


  And he did want to go to sleep.


  


  And finally he slept. All of him slept. Not just the four hundred pounds of blubber and the little pig eyes, but even the razor-sharp mind - Trumie that lived in the sad, obedient hulk; it slept; and it had never slept before.


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *


  


    the long remembering


   poul anderson


  


  


  Claire took my arm, “Do you have to go right away?” she asked.


  


  “I’d better,” I said. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll come back with a nice fat check and tomorrow night we’ll go out and celebrate.” I stroked her cheek. “You haven’t gotten much celebration lately, have you?”


  


  “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “It’s enough just having you around the place.” After a moment when we could not have spoken: “OK. Run along.”


  


  She stood there, smiling at me all my way down the stairs.


  


  I caught the bus and rode it to Rennie’s, thinking that I was a fortunate man in spite of everything.


  


  His house was old, and there was nothing to mark it out from its neighbors. When I rang the bell, Rennie himself admitted me. He was a tall gray man with tired eyes.


  


  “Ah... Mr. Armand.” His voice was gentle. “You are punctual. Come in.”


  


  He led me down the hall to a cluttered living room walled with books. “Sit down,” he invited. “Have a drink?”


  


  “A little wine, if you please,” I said. I looked out the windows to the undistinguished sunlight. A car went past, the newest and most blatant model. My leather chair was solid, comfortable; when I moved, its horsehair stuffing rustled dryly.


  


  I needed that assurance of a real and everyday world.


  


  Rennie brought in a decanter and poured. It was a pretty good Burgundy. He sat down facing me and crossed interminable legs.


  


  “There is still time to back out,” he said with a half-smile. It faded, and he went on earnestly: “I won’t blame you a bit if you do. This undertaking is not quite safe, and... I understand you’re married?”


  


  I nodded. That was no reason for retreat. It was, in fact, the reason for my being here. Claire worked, but there was a baby on the way, and even in my division - chemistry - a graduate assistant is not very well paid. Rennie’s spectacular experiments had won him a large appropriation for his psychophysics department, and he offered good money to his subjects. In a few hours with him, I could earn enough to put me over the hump.


  


  Still... “I didn’t know there was any danger,” I said. “It’s not as if I were going back physically into the past.”


  


  “No.” He looked beyond me, and the words came out stiffly: “But this is such a new thing ... uncontrollable... I don’t know how far back you’ll go, or what will happen. Suppose the, er, body you’re in ... suppose it has a bad shock while you’re there. What would the effect be on you?”


  


  “Why—” I hesitated. “No telling, I guess.”


  


  “And then there are always ... psychological results. It’ll take you days to get back to normal. Some of my subjects returned terrified, others were unaccountably depressed— Well, you may find yourself in a tailspin, Mr. Armand, though I imagine you’ll pull out of it in a week or so.”


  


  “I can stand it.” I buried my face in the wineglass.


  


  “Later on, when I have enough data, it will be better,” said Rennie. “Now about you: all I know is that you’re a good hypnotic subject. And, yes, you claim French ancestry, don’t you?”


  


  “From the Dordogne,” I nodded. “My parents came to America.”


  


  “It doesn’t mean much,” said Rennie. “The races of Europe are so scrambled. I’m going to try to send you back as far as possible. To date I’ve only managed a few generations.” He sipped raggedly. “Do you understand the theory of temporal psycho-displacement?”


  


  “A little,” I answered. “Let’s see... my world line through the space time continuum goes back even further than my birth - it goes back through all my ancestors, branching off at each point where one of them was begotten. The mind, the soul, whatever you call it, is a kind of pattern which can be shunted down the world line into one of those ancestors.”


  


  “Good enough,” he said. “At least you haven’t swallowed this reincarnation nonsense. All I’ve done actually, is systematize the work of a great many amateur experimenters who never quite realized what they had.”


  


  “Why can’t you send me into the future?” I asked.


  


  “I don’t know,” he replied. “I just can’t - so far, anyway. Now you must be aware, Mr. Armand” - he became the parched professor, lecturing me as a shield against his own conscience - ”your body will be in a state of deep hypnosis for several hours. Your... mind... will be back sharing the brain of some ancestor, for the same length of time. You will not only be a spectator; you will actually be that ancestor. When you return, you will have the memories of what happened. That’s all.”


  


  A shadowy dread was making my heart flutter, but I stood up, jerkily, “Shall we start?”


  


  He took me into the laboratory and I stretched out on a couch. Certain drugs were injected and the hypnotic mirror began to spin, a whirling blot of light against a darkness that grew around me.


  


  I fell into night.


  


  * * * *


  


  I was Argnach-eskaladuan-tork-luk, which means He Who Draws the Bow Against the Horse, but my true name I held secret from warlocks and the wind ghosts, and I shall not reveal it. When my first thin beard sprouted, I was given my open name because I made a bow and with it crippled one of the shaggy wild horses so that I could run it down and cut its throat and drag it home. That was on my Journey, which the boys make alone. Afterward we are taken off to a certain place in the dark, and the wind ghosts dance in aurochs hides before us, and the first joint of the middle finger is cut off and given them to eat. More than this I may not say. When it is over, we are men and can take wives.


  


  This had happened - I do not know how long ago. The Men do not count time. But I was still in the pride of my youth. Tonight it was a cold pride, for I went by myself with small hope of returning.


  


  Snow gusted across my path as I walked down the mountain slope. Trees talked in the huge noisy wind, and I heard the remote scream of a longtooth. Perhaps it was the longtooth which had eaten Andutannalok-gargut the time fall burned in the rainy forests. I shuddered and fingered the Mother charm in my pouch, for I had no wish to meet a beast with Andutannalok’s ghost looking out of its eyes.


  


  The storm was waning. I saw the low clouds break overhead and stars trembled between sere branches. Still the dry snow hissed across my feet and crusted the fur of my clothing. There was little but darkness to see; I felt my way with a blind knowledge.


  


  I wore a heavy coat, trousers, and boots, whose leather should be proof against spearthrust. But the goblins had more strength in their arms than a Man. A hurled stone from one of them could smash my skull like a ripe fruit. And then my body would be left for wolves to devour, and where should my poor gaunt ghost find a home? The wind would harry it through the forests and up over the northern tundras.


  


  I bore weapons: spear, bow, flint knife with thong-bound handle. The arrows were tipped with wolf bone, to bite the sharper, and the wooden spear had been fire-hardened with many chants by Ingmarak, the Ghost Man. In my pouch was the little stone Mother image, my fingers caressed her great comforting breasts, but it was cold and the wind shrieked and I was altogether alone.


  


  Down below me I heard the loud chill brawling of the river, where it cut through the steep-sided valley. On its farther side was the goblin lair.


  


  There were none in the cave to forbid my going after Evavy-unaroa, my white witch girl, but they had spoken against it and no one would come along. Ingmarak shook his bald head and blinked at me with dim rheumy eyes. “It is not well, Argnach,” he said. “There is no good to be had in Goblin Land. Take another wife.”


  


  “I only wish Evavy-unaroa,” I told him.


  


  The elders mumbled and the children looked with wide frightened eyes from the inner cave.


  


  I had won her only last summer. She was young and untaken, my eyes wandered and saw her with hunger, and she smiled back on me. They had all been a little afraid of her, though a more dear and merry creature had never walked the earth, and no one asked to borrow her after we had made the sacrifices. That suited me well enough.


  


  The soapstone lamps guttered and flared, filling the cave with restless shadows, and the wind flapped the skin curtain at its mouth. We sat warm within, a good store of meat gloriously rotting in one corner, and folk should have been gay. But when I told them I was bound into Goblin Land to fetch Evavy back, fear walked into the cave and sat down with us.


  


  “They have already eaten her,” said Vuotak-nanavo, the one-eyed man who braided his beard and could smell game half a day’s walk into the breeze. “Her and the unborn child both, they are eaten, and lest their ghosts do not stay in the goblin bellies but come back here, we would do well to lay another handax at the cave mouth.”


  


  “Perhaps they have not been eaten,” I replied. “It is my weird to go.”


  


  When I had said this, there was no turning back, and no one spoke. Finally Ingmarak, the Ghost Man, rose. “Tomorrow we will make spells,” he said.


  


  There was a great deal we did on that day and in the twilight. All saw me take a lamp, and the twig brushes and the little pots of paint, into the far reaches of the cave. There I drew myself with a bow, shooting the goblins, and painted my own face. What else was done I may not tell.


  


  Ingmarak related to me what was known of the goblins. There were old stories that they had once held all the land, till the Men came from the direction of winter sunrise and slowly crowded them out. There had never been much fighting, we were too afraid of them and ourselves had nothing worth their robbery; they chipped their flints somewhat differently from us, but no worse, and seemed to have less need of warm clothes. Now they dwelt on the other side of the river, where no Man ventured.


  


  But Evavy had gone to the river to fetch some of the stones in its bed. There were strong stones in that water, for it was believed to flow from the far north, where Father Mammoth walked the tundras and shook his tusks beneath the cliffs of the Ice. But Evavy wanted only those stones which were good to look on, to make a necklace for her child when it was born. She went alone because there were certain words to say, bearing a spear and a torch against beasts, and was not afraid.


  


  But when she made no return, I went to the river bank and in the trampled snow saw what had happened. A goblin party had stolen her. If she still lived, she was on their side of the water now.


  


  I heard it rushing wild and noisy as I came out of the forest. It was a long snake of blackness between white banks and icy trees, with here and there a dull gleam as of polished rock. The wind was dropping all the time, but a breath of cold came from the water and I saw ice floes spinning past.


  


  During the day I had taken an ax and cut down a small tree. A flinthead ax is not a good weapon, I think, but it is a useful tool. I found the trunk and the flattened branch I meant for a paddle. Now it was to cross the river and not be drowned.


  


  I took off my boots and hung them around my neck. The snow bit my feet like teeth. Looking up, I saw the last clouds like black, breaking mountains. It was clear in the north, and the dead hunters were dancing in the sky. I saw them whirling in many colors. For them I cut a lock of hair off with my knife, and stood by the river and said into the dying wind:


  


  “I am Argnach-eskaladuan-tork-luk, a man of the Men, who here gives you a piece of his life. For this gift, of course, I ask no return. But know, Sky Hunters, that I am bound into Goblin Land to fetch back my wife, Evavy-unaroa the white witch girl, and for any aid I may receive I offer a fat part of every kill I make for the rest of my days on earth.”


  


  The huge curtains of light flapped among the stars, and my voice was very small and lonely. I felt the cold around my feet eating into the bones, and launched my tree with a grunt.


  


  At once the river had me, I went down the stream, driving my paddle into waters gone crazy and foaming about me. I was numbed in the feet, numbed in the head. What happened to me seemed to be happening to a stranger far off while I, the I of my secret name, stood on a high mountain thinking strong thoughts. I thought that it was wrong to sit with feet in bitter water, and that by fire and scraping a log could be so hollowed out that men might sit within it and fish.


  


  Then my deadened toes bumped on stones, the log grated in the shallows, and I scrambled ashore drawing it after me. I sat for a while rubbing life back into my feet with a fox skin. When that was done I put on my boots and started into Goblin Land, marking well the path I took.


  


  The goblins had been seen often enough on their side of the river, hunched and furtive, so I knew they could not live very far away. I went at an easy pace, snuffing the now quiet air for smoke that would guide me to their den. I was somewhat afraid, but not much, because my weird was on me and there could be no changing whatever was going to happen.


  


  Nothing had been quite real to me since the evening I saw goblin tracks across Evavy’s bootprints. It had been as if I were already half a ghost.


  


  I do not understand why I should have lost all wariness toward Evavy, I alone of all the Men. They agreed she was tall and well shaped, brave of heart and free with her laughter. But she had been born with blue eyes and yellow hair, like the goblins themselves It was said of old, to be sure, that there had once been mating between Men and goblins, so that now and again the light-colored strain appeared in a cave; but no one alive could remember any such child. Thus there was clearly a Power in Evavy-unaroa, and folk were just a little afraid of her.


  


  Nevertheless, I, Argnach, had not been afraid. I knew that the Power which dwelt in her was only that of the Mother. It was the same Power which makes a bull elk stand and die for his mates.


  


  The unmistakable sound of an elk herd crashing through young trees put that thought in me. There was a dim wintry light now, stealing between the branches of twisted firs. I could see the signs of plentiful game, more than we had on our side of the river. Much more!


  


  And there were coming to be more mouths in our cave than the hunting men and the gathering women and fishing boys could feed.


  


  I came out on a ridge which climbed northward to end in a blackness across the stars. And the low chill breeze brought me smoke.


  


  I felt my body prickle. Already, then, I was at the goblin lair. If they were indeed the masters of such warlock powers as the story went, I would be stricken as I neared them. I would fall dead, or be turned to a snake and crushed underfoot, or run screaming and foaming through the trees as folk have been known to do.


  


  But Evavy was in that cave.


  


  Therefore I made myself into smoke, drifting through the shadows, crouching under boulders, flitting from tree to tree, with my bow strung and an arrow between my teeth. The sky was lightening, ever so faintly in the east, when I saw the goblin cave.


  


  They kept a fire burning at its mouth. Ingmarak had told me that in his youth the Men did the same, but now it was no longer needful - the beasts knew who we were and dared not approach. Here there were more beasts than in our country. I had thought this was due to the goblin warlocks, raising plentiful game out of the mists. But as I stood peering through a spruce thicket at the fire a very great thought came to me.


  


  “If they have the Power,” I whispered to myself, “then they should not be afraid of lion or longtooth. They should not need a fire in front of their dwelling. But they do keep one. Perhaps, O Sky Hunters, this is because they have no Power at all. Perhaps they are not even such good hunters as the Men, and for this reason there is more game in their country.”


  


  I shuddered with the thought. I felt a strength rising in me, and there was no more fear at all.


  


  Very softly, then, I crept over the last open stretch to the goblin den.


  


  There was an old one tending the fire. His tawny hair had grown grizzled and hung lank to his wide shoulders. This was the first time I had seen a goblin so close, and the sight was dreadful. Much smaller than me he was, stooped over and bow-legged, but with great dangling arms. His forehead was low, the eyes nearly hidden under huge brow ridges, and through the scanty beard I could see that he had no chin.


  


  He stamped his feet and beat hands. His breath was frosty against the paling sky. I saw that his dress was rude, little more than a few stinking hides clumsily lashed together, and he was barefoot in the snow.


  


  I had been moving upwind. Now the breeze changed. His wide nostrils flared and he swung that big shaggy head around.


  


  I broke into a rush across the last few man-lengths. The goblin saw me. He croaked something in his tongue and snatched for a club.


  


  My bow and arrow seemed to jump of themselves to readiness. The cord snarled and the goblin lurched, clawing at the shaft in his breast. In the strengthening light I saw how his blood showed red on the snow.


  


  I stood in the cave mouth, nocking another arrow, and roared for Evavy.


  


  A goblin came out with a spear in his hand. I gave him my second shaft. There was one just behind him whose club rose up. I snatched a brand from the fire and crammed it at him. He fell backward to escape the flame.


  


  It boiled with naked bodies in there. I could dimly see the squat, ugly women shambling to the rear, to form a wall in front of their cubs and bare their teeth at me. The goblin men bumbled in half-darkness, crying out, and I knew of a sudden that they were afraid.


  


  “Evavy!” I shouted. “Evavy, it is Argnath come for you!”


  


  For one lost heartbeat, I knew fear again, fear that her ghost would answer from a goblin mouth. Then she had pushed her way to the front, and I looked into eyes like summer’s heaven and felt tears stinging my own.


  


  “This way!” I loosed another arrow blind into the thick smoky gloom. A goblin wailed. I gave Evavy my spear. “Now we must run,” I said.


  


  They came pouring after us, howling and grunting. Evavy’s feet paced mine, her hair streamed in my face. They had not taken her clothes, but even through the heavy fur I could see the grace of her.


  


  Down the slope we bounded, into the forest. The goblins swarmed in pursuit, but a glance across my shoulder told me that we were drawing ahead. They could not run as fast as Men. Once, as we crossed a snow-buried meadow, a stone whooped past me with more speed than a Man could give it. But they had no bows.


  


  We came gasping to the riverbank where my log waited. “Get it launched!” I cried.


  


  While she strained at its weight, I set my quiver on the ground before me and readied an arrow. The goblins burst out of the icy trees. I wounded two of them, then one got within arm’s length. He snatched for the bow and it cracked in my hand. I drew my flint knife and stabbed him.


  


  Someone else thrust at me, but my leather coat turned the wooden point. Evavy jabbed with my spear, hurting the naked creature. The log was almost afloat. We waded out, gave a last push, scrambled onto it, and were in the river’s arms.


  


  I looked back. The goblins were yelling and shaking their hairy fists. They must not have kept the log on which they came raiding. I laughed aloud and dug my paddle deep.


  


  Evavy wept. “But you are free!” I said.


  


  “That is why I weep,” she answered. The Earth Powers are strong and strange in womankind.


  


  “Did they hurt you?” I asked.


  


  “No,” she said. “There was one... I had seen him before, watching me from his side of the river. He and some others stole me - but they did me no harm, they fed me and spoke gently. It was only that I could not go back to you—” And again she wept.


  


  I thought that with her fair hue like their own, she must indeed have been a lovely sight even to the grim goblins. They would have counted it well worth the risk to steal her and have her for their Mother... even as I was driven to steal her back.


  


  I stopped my paddling for a little to stroke her hair. “It is well,” I said. “There has been a weird in this. We were afraid of the goblins because they look so strange that we thought they must command a Power.”


  


  The river hallooed in the first long light of the sun. My paddle bit the water again. “But it was not true,” I said. “They are poor and clumsy folk, slow on their feet and slow in their souls. Our fathers who now hunt in the sky on winter nights drove the goblins from our lands - not with spears and bows, no, but because they could think more deeply and run more swiftly. Since they could do this, they could kill more game and thus have more children. We can do likewise.


  


  “When summer comes I shall gather the Men and cross the river. We will take the goblin lands for our own.”


  


  We struck the shallows of our side and waded ashore on numbed feet. Evavy clung to me, her teeth clapping in her head. I wanted to make haste, back to the fires of the cave and the great song of victory I would sing for the Men. But I looked once across the water.


  


  The goblins had followed us. They stood clustered there on the other bank, staring and staring. One of them reached out his horrible arms. It was a goodly way to see, but I have sharp eyes and I saw that he was weeping.


  


  Since he also cared for Evavy, I shall try to spare his life when we cross the river.


  


  I came out of the long sleep. There was a floorlamp burning and night beyond the drawn curtains.


  


  Rennie guided me back to the living room and offered a drink. It was a while before we spoke.


  


  “Well?” he said at last. “Where... when did you go?”


  


  “A long way,” I said. The strangeness of having been another man still filled me, I was half in a dream. “A hell of a long way.”


  


  “Yes?” His eyes smoldered at me.


  


  “I don’t know the date. Let the archaeologists figure it out.” I told him in a few words what had happened.


  


  “The Old Stone Age,” he whispered. “Twenty thousand or more years ago when Europe was still half covered with the glacier.” His hand reached out to close on my arm. “You have seen the first true humans, the Cro-Magnon people, and the last Neanderthal ape men.”


  


  “There wasn’t that much difference between them,” I muttered. “I feel sorry for the Neanderthals. They tried hard...” I stood up. “Let me go home and sleep it off.”


  


  “Certainly. You’ll come back tomorrow? I want to record a full statement from you. Everything you can remember - everything! Good God, I never dreamed you’d go so far.”


  


  He guided me to the door. “Do you feel all right?” he asked.


  


  “Yes, I’m OK. A little muzzy, but OK.” We shook hands.


  


  “Goodnight,” he said. His tall form stood black in the lighted doorway.


  


  I took a bus home. It whined and roared so that for a moment I was tense with fear - what monster was this booming through the forest? what stenches of alienness were insulting my nose? Then I remembered that it was another man whose skin I had inhabited, and he was twenty thousand years in his grave.


  


  The world still didn’t seem real to me. I walked through a winter wood, hearing the elk bellow, while ghosts crowded about me and twittered in my ear.


  


  A little more solidity returned when I climbed the stairs and entered my apartment. Claire put down her cigarette, got up and came to me. “What’s the word, darling?”


  


  “It was all right,” I said. “I’m kind of tired. Make me some coffee, will you?”


  


  “Of course... of course... but where did you go, sweetheart?” She took me by the hand and dragged me toward the kitchen.


  


  I looked at her, clean and kindly, a little plump, creamed, rouged, and girdled, with glasses and carefully waved hair. Another face rose before me, a face burned brown with sun and wind, hair like a great yellow mane and eyes like summer’s heaven. I remembered freckles dusted across a nose lifted sooty from the cooking fire, and the low laughter and the work-hardened small hands reaching for me. And I knew what my punishment was for what I had done, and knew it would never end.
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  * * * *


  


    the end of the beginning


   ray bradbury


  


  


  He stopped the lawn mower in the middle of the yard, because he felt that the sun at just that moment had gone down and the stars come out. The fresh-cut grass that had showered his face and body died softly away. Yes, the stars were there, faint at first, but brightening in the clear desert sky. He heard the porch screen door tap shut and felt his wife watching him as he watched the night.


  


  “Almost time,” she said.


  


  He nodded; he did not have to check his watch. In the passing moments he felt very old, then very young, very cold, then very warm, now this, now that. Suddenly he was miles away. He was his own son talking steadily, moving briskly to cover his pounding heart and the resurgent panics as he felt himself slip into fresh uniform, check food supplies, oxygen flasks, pressure helmet, space-suiting, and turn as every man on earth tonight turned, to gaze at the swiftly filling sky.


  


  Then, quickly, he was back, once more the father of the son, hands gripped to the lawn-mower handle. His wife called. “Come sit on the porch.”


  


  “I’ve got to keep busy!”


  


  She came down the steps and across the lawn. “Don’t worry about Robert; he’ll be all right.”


  


  “But it’s all so new,” he heard himself say. “It’s never been done before. Think of it - a manned rocket going up tonight to build the first space station. Good lord, it can’t be done, it doesn’t exist, there’s no rocket, no proving ground, no take-off time, no technicians. For that matter, I don’t even have a son named Bob. The whole thing’s too much for me!”


  


  “Then what are you doing out here, staring?”


  


  He shook his head. “Well, late this morning, walking to the office, I heard someone laugh out loud. It shocked me, so I froze in the middle of the street. It was me, laughing! Why? Because finally I really knew what Bob was going to do tonight; at last I believed it. Holy is a word I never use, but that’s how I felt stranded in all that traffic. Then, middle of the afternoon I caught myself humming. You know the song. ‘A wheel in a wheel. Way in the middle of the air.’ I laughed again. The space station, of course, I thought. The big wheel with hollow spokes where Bob’ll live six or eight months, then get along to the moon. Walking home, I remembered more of the song. ‘Little wheel run by faith, Big wheel run by the grace of God.’ I wanted to jump, yell, and flame-out myself!”


  


  His wife touched his arm. “If we stay out here, let’s at least be comfortable.”


  


  They placed two wicker rockers in the center of the lawn and sat quietly as the stars dissolved out of darkness in pale crushings of rock salt strewn from horizon to horizon.


  


  “Why,” said his wife, at last, “it’s like waiting for the fireworks at Sisley Field every year.”


  


  “Bigger crowd tonight...”


  


  “I keep thinking - a billion people watching the sky right now, their mouths all open at the same time.”


  


  They waited, feeling the earth move under their chairs.


  


  “What time is it now?”


  


  “Eleven minutes to eight.”


  


  ‘You’re always right; there must be a clock in your head.”


  


  “I can’t be wrong, tonight. I’ll be able to tell you one second before they blast off. Look! The ten-minute warning!”


  


  On the western sky they saw four crimson flares open out, float shimmering down the wind above the desert, then sink silently to the extinguishing earth.


  


  In the new darkness the husband and wife did not rock in their chairs.


  


  After a while he said, “Eight minutes.” A pause. “Seven minutes.” What seemed a much longer pause. “Six...”


  


  His wife, her head back, studied the stars immediately above her and murmured, “Why?” She closed her eyes. “Why the rockets, why tonight? Why all this? I’d like to know.”


  


  He examined her face, pale in the vast powdering light of the Milky Way. He felt the stirring of an answer, but let his wife continue.


  


  “I mean it’s not that old thing again, is it, when people asked why men climbed Mt. Everest and they said, ‘Because it’s there’? I never understood. That was no answer to me.”


  


  Five minutes, he thought. Time ticking ... his wrist watch ... a wheel in a wheel... little wheel run by... big wheel run by... way in the middle of ... four minutes! ... The men snug in the rocket by now, the hive, the control board flickering with light....


  


  His lips moved.


  


  “All I know is it’s really the end of the beginning. The Stone Age, Bronze Age, Iron Age; from now on we’ll lump those together under one big name for when we walked on Earth and heard the birds at morning and cried with envy. Maybe we’ll call it the Earth Age, or maybe the Age of Gravity. Millions of years we fought gravity. When we were amoebas and fish we struggled to get out of the sea without gravity crushing us. Once safe on the shore we fought to stand upright without gravity breaking our new invention, the spine, tried to walk without stumbling, run without falling. A billion years Gravity kept us home, mocked us with wind and clouds, cabbage moths and locusts. That’s what’s so god-awful big about tonight... it’s the end of old man Gravity and the age we’ll remember him by, for once and all. I don’t know where they’ll divide the ages, at the Persians, who dreamt of flying carpets, or the Chinese, who all unknowing celebrated birthdays and New Years with strung ladyfingers and high skyrockets, or some minute, some incredible second in the next hour. But we’re in at the end of a billion years trying, the end of something long and to us humans, anyway, honorable.”


  


  Three minutes ... two minutes fifty-nine seconds ... two minutes fifty-eight seconds...


  


  “But,” said his wife, “I still don’t know why.”


  


  Two minutes, he thought.Ready? Ready? Ready? The far radio voice calling. Ready! Ready! Ready! The quick, faint replies from the humming rocket. Check! Check! Check!


  


  Tonight, he thought, even if we fail with this first, we’ll send a second and a third ship and move on out to all the planets and later, all the stars. We’ll just keep going until the big words like immortal and forever take on meaning. Big words, yes, that’s what we want. Continuity. Since our tongues first moved in our mouths we’ve asked, What does it all mean? No other question made sense, with death breathing down our necks. But just let us settle in on ten thousand worlds spinning around ten thousand alien suns and the question will fade away. Man will be endless and infinite, even as space is endless and infinite. Man will go on, as space goes on, forever. Individuals will die as always, but our history will reach as far as we’ll ever need to see into the future, and with the knowledge of our survival for all time to come, we’ll know security and thus the answer we’ve always searched for. Gifted with life, the least we can do is preserve and pass on the gift in infinity. That’s a goal worth shooting for.


  


  The wicker chairs whispered ever so softly on the grass.


  


  One minute.


  


  “One minute,” he said aloud.


  


  “Oh!” His wife moved suddenly to seize his hands. “I hope that Bob...”


  


  “He’ll be all right!”


  


  “Oh, God, take care...”


  


  Thirty seconds.


  


  “Watch now.”


  


  Fifteen, ten, five...


  


  “Watch!”


  


  Four, three, two, one.


  


  “There! There! Oh, there, there!”


  


  They both cried out. They both stood. The chairs toppled back, fell flat on the lawn. The man and his wife swayed, their hands struggled to find each other, grip, hold. They saw the brightening color in the sky and, ten seconds later, the great uprising comet burn the air, put out the stars, and rush away in fire flight to become another star in the returning profusion of the Milky Way. The man and wife held each other as if they had stumbled on the rim of an incredible cliff that faced an abyss so deep and dark there seemed no end to it. Staring up, they heard themselves sobbing and crying. Only after a long time were they able to speak.


  


  “It got away, it did, didn’t it?”


  


  “Yes...”


  


  “It’s all right, isn’t it?”


  


  “Yes... yes...”


  


  “It didn’t fall back...?”


  


  “No, no, it’s all right, Bob’s all right, it’s all right.”


  


  They stood away from each other at last.


  


  He touched his face with his hand and looked at his wet fingers. ‘‘I’ll be damned,” he said, “I’ll be damned.”


  


  They waited another five and then ten minutes until the darkness in their heads, the retina, ached with a million specks of fiery salt. Then they had to close their eyes.


  


  “Well,” she said, “now let’s go in.”


  


  He could not move. Only his hand reached a long way out by itself to find the lawn-mower handle. He saw what his hand had done and said, “There’s just a little more to do....”


  


  “But you can’t see.”


  


  “Well enough,” he said. “I must finish this. Then we’ll sit on the porch awhile before we turn in.”


  


  He helped her put the chairs on the porch and sat her down and then walked back out to put his hands on the guide bar of the lawn mower. The lawn mower. A wheel in a wheel. A simple machine which you held in your hands, which you sent on ahead with a rush and a clatter while you walked behind with your quiet philosophy. Racket, followed by warm silence. Whirling wheel, then soft footfall of thought.


  


  I’m a billion years old, he told himself; I’m one minute old. I’m one inch, no, ten thousand miles, tall. I look down and can’t see my feet they’re so far off and gone away below.


  


  He moved the lawn mower. The grass showering up fell softly around him; he relished and savored it and felt that he was all mankind bathing at last in the fresh waters of the fountain of youth.


  


  Thus bathed, he remembered the song again about the wheels and the faith and the grace of God being way up there in the middle of the sky where that single star, among a million motionless stars, dared to move and keep on moving.


  


  Then he finished cutting the grass.
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  * * * *


  


    a work of art


   james blish


  


  


  INSTANTLY, he remembered dying. He remembered it, however, as if at two removes—as though he were remembering a memory, rather than an actual event; as though he himself had not really been there when he died.


  


  Yet the memory was all from his own point of view, not that of some detached and disembodied observer which might have been his soul. He had been most conscious of the rasping, unevenly drawn movements of the air in his chest. Blurring rapidly, the doctor’s face had bent over him, loomed, come closer, and then had vanished as the doctor’s head passed below his cone of vision, turned sideways to listen to his lungs.


  


  It had become rapidly darker, and then, only then, had he realized that these were to be his last minutes. He had tried dutifully to say Pauline’s name, but his memory contained no record of the sound—only of the rattling breath, and of the film of sootiness thickening in the air, blotting out everything for an instant.


  


  Only an instant, and then the memory was over. The room was bright again, and the ceiling, he noticed with wonder, had turned a soft green. The doctor’s head lifted again and looked down at him.


  


  It was a different doctor. This one was a far younger man, with an ascetic face and gloaming, almost fey eyes. There was no doubt about it. One of the last conscious thoughts he had had was that of gratitude that the attending physician, there at the end, had not been the one who secretly hated him for his one-time associations with the Nazi hierarchy. The attending doctor, instead, had worn an expression amusingly proper for that of a Swiss expert called to the deathbed of an eminent man: a mixture of worry at the prospect of losing so eminent a patient, and complacency at the thought that, at the old man’s age, nobody could blame this doctor if he died. At 85, pneumonia is a serious matter, with or without penicillin.


  


  “You’re all right now,” the new doctor said, freeing his patient’s head of a whole series of little silver rods which had been clinging to it by a sort of network cap. “Rest a minute and try to be calm. Do you know your name?”


  


  He drew a cautious breath. There seemed to be nothing at all the matter with his lungs now; indeed, he felt positively healthy. “Certainly,” he said, a little nettled. “Do you know yours?”


  


  The doctor smiled crookedly. “You’re in character, it appears,” he said. “My name is Barkun Kris; I am a mind sculptor. Yours?”


  


  “Richard Strauss.”


  


  “Very good,” Dr. Kris said, and turned away. Strauss, however, had already been diverted by a new singularity. Strauss is a word as well as a name in German; it has many meanings—an ostrich, a bouquet; von Wolzogen had had a high old time working all the possible puns into the libretto of Feuersnot. And it happened to be the first German word to be spoken either by himself or by Dr. Kris since that twice-removed moment of death. The language was not French or Italian, either. It was most like English, but not the English Strauss knew; nevertheless, he was having no trouble speaking it and even thinking in it.


  


  Well, he thought, I’ll be able to conduct The Love of Danae after all. It isn’t every composer who can premiere his own opera posthumously. Still, there was something queer about all this the queerest part of all being that conviction, which would not go away, that he had actually been dead for just a short time. Of course medicine was making great strides, but...


  


  “Explain all this,” he said, lifting himself to one elbow. The bed was different, too, and not nearly as comfortable as the one in which he had died. As for the room, it looked more like a dynamo shed than a sickroom. Had modern medicine taken to reviving its corpses on the floor of the Siemanns-Schakert plant?


  


  “In a moment,” Dr. Kris said. He finished rolling some machine back into what Strauss impatiently supposed to be its place, and crossed to the pallet. “Now. There are many things you’ll have to take for granted without attempting to understand them. Dr. Strauss. Not everything in the world today is explicable in terms of your assumptions. Please bear that in mind.”


  


  “Very well. Proceed.”


  


  “The date,” Dr. Kris said, “is 2161 by your calendar—or, in other words, it is now two hundred and twelve years after your death. Naturally, you’ll realize that by this time nothing remains of your body but the bones. The body you have now was volunteered for your use. Before you look into a mirror to see what it’s like, remember that its physical difference from the one you were used to is all in your favor. It’s in perfect health, not unpleasant for other people to look at, and its physiological age is about fifty.”


  


  A miracle? No, not in this new age, surely. It was simply a work of science. But what a science! This was Nietzsche’s eternal recurrence and the immortality of the superman combined into one.


  


  “And where is this?” the composer said.


  


  “In Port York, part of the State of Manhattan, in the United States. You will find the country less changed in some respects than I imagine you anticipate. Other changes, of course, will seem radical to you; but it’s hard for me to predict which ones will strike you that way. A certain resilience on your part will bear cultivating.”


  


  “I understand,” Strauss said, sitting up. “One question, please; is it still possible for a composer to make a living in this century?”


  


  “Indeed it is,” Dr. Kris said, smiling. “As we expect you to do. It is one of the purposes for which we’ve—brought you back.”


  


  “I gather, then,” Strauss said somewhat dryly, “that there is still a demand for my music. The critics in the old days—”


  


  “That’s not quite how it is,” Dr. Kris said. “I understand some of your work is still played, but frankly I know very little about your current status. My interest is rather—”


  


  A door opened somewhere, and another man came in. He was older and more ponderous than Kris and had a certain air of academicism; but he too was wearing the oddly tailored surgeon’s gown, and looked upon Kris’s patient with the glowing eyes of an artist.


  


  “A success, Kris?” he said. “Congratulations.”


  


  “They’re not in order yet,” Dr. Kris said. “The final proof is what counts. Dr. Strauss, if you feel strong enough, Dr. Seirds and I would like to ask you some questions. We’d like to make sure your memory is clear.”


  


  “Certainly. Go ahead.”


  


  “According to our records,” Kris said, “you once knew a man whose initials were RKL; this was while you were conducting at the Vienna Stoatsoper.” He made the double “a” at least twice too long, as though German were a dead language he was striving to pronounce in some “classical” accent. “What was his name, and who was he?”


  


  “That would be Kurt List—his first name was Richard, but he didn’t use it. He was assistant stage manager.”


  


  The two doctors looked at each other. “Why did you offer to write a new overture to The Woman Without a Shadow, and give the manuscript to the City of Vienna?”


  


  “So I wouldn’t have to pay the garbage removal tax on the Maria Theresa villa they had given me.”


  


  “In the back yard of your house at Garmisch-Partenkirchen there was a tombstone. What was written on it?”


  


  Strauss frowned. That was a question he would be happy to be unable to answer. If one is to play childish jokes upon oneself, it’s best not to carve them in stone, and put the carving where you can’t help seeing it every time you go out to tinker with the Mercedes. “It says,” he replied wearily, “Sacred to the memory of Guntram, Minnesinger, slain in a horrible way by his father’s own symphony orchestra.”


  


  “When was Guntram premiered?”


  


  “In—let me see—1894, I believe.”


  


  “Where?”


  


  “In Weimar.”


  


  “Who was the leading lady?”


  


  “Pauline de Ahna.”


  


  “What happened to her afterward?”


  


  “I married her. Is she . . .”


  


  Strauss began anxiously. “No,” Dr. Kris said. “I’m sorry, but we lack the data to reconstruct more or less ordinary people.”


  


  The composer sighed. He did not know whether to be worried or not. He had loved Pauline, to be sure; on the other hand, it would be pleasant to be able to live the new life without being forced to take off one’s shoes every time one entered the house, so as not to scratch the polished hardwood floors. And also pleasant, perhaps, to have two o’clock in the afternoon come by without hearing Pauline’s everlasting, “Richard—jetzt komponiert!”


  


  “Next question,” he said.


  


  


  


  For reasons which Strauss did not understand, but was content to take for granted, he was separated from Drs. Kris and Seirds as soon as both were satisfied that the composer’s memory was reliable and his health stable. His estate, he was given to understand, had long since been broken up—a sorry end for what had been one of the principal fortunes of Europe—but he was given sufficient money to set up lodgings and resume an active life. He was provided, too, with introductions which proved valuable.


  


  It took longer than he had expected to adjust to the changes that had taken place in music alone. Music was, he quickly began to suspect, a dying art, which would soon have a status not much above that held by flower arranging back in what he thought of as his own century. Certainly it couldn’t be denied that the trend toward fragmentation, already visible back in his own time, had proceeded almost to completion in 2161.


  


  He paid no more attention to American popular tunes than he had bothered to pay in his previous life. Yet it was evident that their assembly-line production methods—all the ballad composers openly used a slide-rule-like device called a Hit Machine—now had their counterparts almost throughout serious music.


  


  The conservatives these days, for instance, were the twelve- tone composers—always, in Strauss’s opinions, a dryly mechanical lot, but never more so than now. Their gods—Berg, Schoenberg, Webern—were looked upon by the concert-going public as great masters, on the abstruse side perhaps, but as worthy of reverence as any of the Three B’s.


  


  There was one wing of the conservatives, however, which had gone the twelve-tone procedure one better. These men composed what was called “stochastic music,” put together by choosing each individual note by consultation with tables of random numbers. Their bible, their basic text, was a volume called Operational Aesthetics, which in turn derived from a discipline called information theory; and not one word of it seemed to touch upon any of the techniques and customs of composition which Strauss knew. The ideal of this group was to produce music which would be “universal”—that is, wholly devoid of any trace of the composer’s individuality, wholly a musical expression of the universal Laws of Chance. The Laws of Chance seemed to have a style of their own, all right; but to Strauss it seemed the style of an idiot child being taught to hammer a flat piano, to keep him from getting into trouble.


  


  By far the largest body of work being produced, however, fell into a category misleadingly called “science-music.” The term reflected nothing but the titles of the works, which dealt with space flight, time travel, and other subjects of a romantic or an unlikely nature. There was nothing in the least scientific about the music, which consisted of a melange of cliches and imitations of natural sounds, in which Strauss was horrified to see his own time-distorted and diluted image.


  


  The most popular form or science-music was a nine-minute composition called a concerto, though it bore no resemblance at all to the classical concerto form; it was instead a sort of free rhapsody after Rachmaninoff—long after. A typical one—”Song of Deep Space” it was called, by somebody named H. Valerion Krafft—began with a loud assault on the tam-tam, after which all the strings rushed up the scale in unison, followed at a respectful distance by the harp and one clarinet in parallel 6/4’s. At the top of the scale cymbals were hashed together, forte possibile, and the whole orchestra launched itself into a major-minor, wailing sort of melody; the whole orchestra, that is, except for the French horns, which were plodding back down the scale again in what was evidently supposed to be a countermelody. The second phrase of the theme was picked up by a solo trumpet with a suggestion of tremolo; the orchestra died back to its roots to await the next cloudburst, and at this point—as any four- year-old could have predicted—the piano entered with the second theme.


  


  Behind the orchestra stood a group of thirty women, ready to come in with a wordless chorus intended to suggest the eeriness of Deep Space—but at this point, too, Strauss had already learned to get up and leave. After a few such experiences he could also count upon meeting in the lobby Sindi Noniss, the agent to whom Dr. Kris had introduced him, and who was handling the reborn composer’s output—what there was of it thus far. Sindi had come to expect these walkouts on the part of his client, and patiently awaited them, standing beneath a bust of Gian Carlo Menotti; but he liked them less and less, and lately had been greeting them by turning alternately red and white like a totipotent barber pole.


  


  “You shouldn’t have done it,” he burst out after the Krafft incident. “You can’t just walk out on a new Krafft composition. The man’s the president of the Interplanetary Society for Contemporary Music. How am I ever going to persuade them that you’re a contemporary if you keep snubbing them?”


  


  “What does it matter?” Strauss said. “They don’t know me by sight.”


  


  “You’re wrong; they know you very well, and they’re watching every move you make. You’re the first major composer the mind sculptors ever tackled, and the ISCM would be glad to turn you back with a rejection slip.”


  


  “Why?”


  


  “Oh,” said Sindi, “there are lots of reasons. The sculptors are snobs; so are the ISCM boys. Each of them wants to prove to the other that their own art is the king of them all. And then there’s the competition; it would be easier to flunk you than to let you into the market. I really think you’d better go back in. I could make up some excuse—”


  


  “No,” Strauss said shortly. “I have work to do.”


  


  “But that’s just the point, Richard. How are we going to get an opera produced without the ISCM? It isn’t as though you wrote theremin solos, or something that didn’t cost so—”


  


  “I have work to do,” he said, and left.


  


  And he did: work which absorbed him as had no other project during the last thirty years of his former life. He had scarcely touched pen to music paper—both had been astonishingly hard to find—when he realized that nothing in his long career had provided him with touchstones by which to judge what music he should write now.


  


  The old tricks came swarming back by the thousands, to be sure: the sudden, unexpected key changes at the crest of a melody; the interval stretching; the piling of divided strings, playing in the high harmonics, upon the already tottering top of a climax; the scurry and bustle as phrases were passed like lightning from one choir of the orchestra to another; the flashing runs in the brass, the chuckling in the clarinets, the snarling mixtures of colors to emphasize dramatic tension—all of them.


  


  But none of them satisfied him now. He had been content with them for most of a lifetime, and had made them do an astonishing amount of work. But now it was time to strike out afresh. Some of the tricks, indeed, actively repelled him: where had he gotten the notion, clung to for decades, that violins screaming out in unison somewhere in the stratosphere was a sound interesting enough to be worth repeating inside a single composition, let alone in all of them?


  


  And nobody, he reflected contentedly, ever approached such a new beginning better equipped. In addition to the past lying available in his memory, he had always had a technical armamentarium second to none; even the hostile critics had granted him that. Now that he was, in a sense, composing his first opera—his first after fifteen of them!—he had every opportunity to make it a masterpiece.


  


  And every such intention.


  


  There were, of course, many minor distractions. One of them was that search for old-fashioned score paper, and a pen and ink with which to write on it. Very few of the modern composers, it developed, wrote their music at all. A large bloc of them used tape, patching together snippets of tone and sound snipped from other tapes, superimposing one tape on another, and varying the results by twirling an elaborate array of knobs this way or that. Almost all the composers of 3-V scores, on the other hand, wrote on the sound track itself, rapidly scribbling jagged wiggly lines which, when passed through a photocell-audio circuit, produced a noise reasonably like an orchestra playing music, overtones and all.


  


  The last-ditch conservatives who still wrote notes on paper, did so with the aid of a musical typewriter. The device, Strauss had to admit, seemed perfected at last; it had manuals and stops like an organ, but it was not much more than twice as large as a standard letter-writing typewriter, and produced a neat page. But he was satisfied with his own spidery, highly-legible manuscript and refused to abandon it, badly though the one pen nib he had been able to buy coarsened it. It helped to tie him to his past.


  


  Joining the ISCM had also caused him some bad moments, even after Sindi had worked him around the political road blocks. The Society man who examined his qualifications as a member had run through the questions with no more interest than might have been shown by a veterinarian examining his four thousandth sick calf.


  


  “Had anything published?”


  


  “Yes, nine tone poems, about three hundred songs, an—”


  


  “Not when you were alive,” the examiner said, somewhat disquietingly. “I mean since the sculptors turned you out again.”


  


  “Since the sculptors—ah, I understand. Yes, a string quartet, two song cycles, a—”


  


  “Good. Alfie, write down ‘songs.’ Play an instrument?”


  


  “Piano.”


  


  “Hm.” The examiner studied his fingernails. “Oh, well. Do you read music? Or do you use a Scriber, or tape clips? Or a Machine?”


  


  “I read.”


  


  “Here.” The examiner sat Strauss down in front of a viewing lectern, over the lit surface of which an endless belt of translucent paper was traveling. On the paper was an immensely magnified sound track. “Whistle me the tune of that, and name the instruments it sounds like.”


  


  “I don’t read that Musiksticheln,” Strauss said frostily, “or write it, either. I use standard notation, on music paper.”


  


  “Alfie, write down ‘Reads notes only.’ “ He laid a sheet of grayly printed music on the lectern above the ground glass. “Whistle me that.”


  


  “That” proved to be a popular tune called “Vangs, Snifters and Store-Credit Snooky” which had been written on a Hit Machine in 2159 by a guitar-faking politician who sang it at campaign rallies. (In some respects, Strauss reflected, the United States had indeed not changed very much.) It had become so popular that anybody could have whistled it from the title alone, whether he could read the music or not. Strauss whistled it, and to prove his bona fides added, “It’s in the key of B flat.”


  


  The examiner went over to the green-painted upright piano and hit one greasy black key. The instrument was horribly out of tune—the note was much nearer to the standard 440/cps A than it was to B flat—but the examiner said, “So it is. Alfie, write down, ‘Also read flats.’ All right, son, you’re a member. Nice to have you with us; not many people can read that old-style notation any more. A lot of them think they’re too good for it.”


  


  “Thank you,” Strauss said.


  


  “My feeling is, if it was good enough for the old masters, it’s good enough for us. We don’t have people like them with us these days, it seems to me. Except for Dr. Krafft, of course. They were great back in the old days—men like Shilkrit, Steiner, Tiomkin, and Pearl . . . and Wilder and Jannsen. Real goffin.”


  


  “Doch gewiss,” Strauss said politely.


  


  


  


  But the work went forward. He was making a little income now, from small works. People seemed to feel a special interest in a composer who had come out of the mind sculptors’ laboratories; and in addition the material itself, Strauss was quite certain, had merits of its own to help sell it.


  


  It was the opera which counted, however. That grew and grew under his pen, as fresh and new as his new life, as founded in knowledge and ripeness as his long full memory. Finding a libretto had been troublesome at first. While it was possible that something existed that might have served among the current scripts for 3-V—though he doubted it he found himself unable to tell the good from the bad through the fog cast over both by incomprehensibly technical production directions. Eventually, and for only the third time in his whole career, he had fallen back upon a play written in a language other than his own, and—for the first time—decided to set it in that language.


  


  The play was Christopher Fry’s Venus Observed, in all ways a perfect Strauss opera libretto, as he came gradually to realize. Though nominally a comedy, with a complex farcical plot, it was a verse play with considerable depth to it, and a number of characters who cried out to be brought by music into three dimensions, plus a strong undercurrent of autumnal tragedy, of leaf-fall and apple-fall—precisely the kind of contradictory dramatic mixture which von Hofmannsthal had supplied him with in The Knight of the Rose, in Ariadne at Naxos, and in Arabella.


  


  Alas for von Hofmannsthal, but here was another long-dead playwright who seemed nearly as gifted; and the musical opportunities were immense. There was, for instance, the fire which ended act two; what a gift for a composer to whom orchestration and counterpoint were as important as air and water! Or take the moment where Perpetua shoots the apple from the Duke’s hand; in that one moment a single passing reference could add Rossini’s marmoreal William Tell to the musical texture as nothing but an ironic footnote! And the Duke’s great curtain speech, beginning:


  


  


  


  Shall I be sorry for myself? In Mortality’s name


  


  I’ll be sorry for myself. Branches and boughs.


  


  Brown hills, the valleys faint with brume,


  


  A burnish on the lake ...


  


  


  


  There was a speech for a great tragic comedian, in the spirit of Falstaff; the final union of laughter and tears, punctuated by the sleepy comments of Reedbeck, to whose sonorous snore (trombones, no less than five of them, con sordini?) the opera would gently end. . . .


  


  What could be better? And yet he had come upon the play only by the unlikeliest series of accidents. At first he had planned to do a straight knockabout farce, in the idiom of The Silent Woman, just to warm himself up. Remembering that Zweig had adapted that libretto for him, in the old days, from a play by Ben Jonson, Strauss had begun to search out English plays of the period just after Jonson’s, and had promptly run aground on an awful specimen in heroic couplets called Venice Preserv’d, by one Thomas Otway. The Fry play had directly followed the Otway in the card catalogue, and he had looked at it out of curiosity; why should a Twentieth Century playwright be punning on a title from the Eighteenth?


  


  After two pages of the Fry play, the minor puzzle of the pun disappeared entirely from his concern. His luck was running again; he had an opera.


  


  


  


  Sindi worked miracles in arranging for the performance. The date of the premiere was set even before the score was finished, reminding Strauss pleasantly of those heady days when Fuerstner had been snatching the conclusion of Elektra off his work table a page at a time, before the ink was even dry, to rush it to the engraver before publication deadline. The situation now, however, was even more complicated, for some of the score had to be scribed, some of it taped, some of it engraved in the old way, to meet the new techniques of performance; there were moments when Sindi seemed to be turning quite gray.


  


  But Venus Observed was, as usual, forthcoming complete from Strauss’s pen in plenty of time. Writing the music in first draft had been hellishly hard work, much more like being reborn than had been that confused awakening in Barkun Kris’s laboratory, with its overtones of being dead instead; but Strauss found that he still retained all of his old ability to score from the draft almost effortlessly, as undisturbed by Sindi’s half-audible worrying in the room with him as he was by the terrifying supersonic bangs of the rockets that bulleted invisibly over the city.


  


  When he was finished, he had two days still to spare before the beginning of rehearsals. With those, furthermore, he would have nothing to do. The techniques of performance in this age were so completely bound up with the electronic arts as to reduce his own experience—he, the master Kapellmeister of them all—to the hopelessly primitive.


  


  He did not mind. The music, as written, would speak for itself. In the meantime he found it grateful to forget the months’ long preoccupation with the stage for a while. He went back to the library and browsed lazily through old poems, vaguely seeking texts for a song or two. He knew better than to bother with recent poets; they could not speak to him, and he knew it. The Americans of his own age, he thought, might give him a clue to understanding this America of 2161; and if some such poem gave birth to a song, so much the better.


  


  The search was relaxing and he gave himself up to enjoying it. Finally he struck a tape that he liked: a tape read in a cracked old voice that twanged of Idaho as that voice had twanged in 1910, in Strauss’s own ancient youth. The poet’s name was Pound; he said, on the tape:


  


  


  


  . . . the souls of all men great


  


  At times pass through us,


  


  And we are melted into them, and are not


  


  Save reflexions of their souls.


  


  Thus I am Dante for a space and am


  


  One Frangois Villon, ballad-lord and thief


  


  Or am such holy ones I may not write,


  


  Lest Blasphemy be writ against my name;


  


  This for an instant and the flame is gone.


  


  ‘Tis as in midmost us there glows a sphere


  


  Translucent, molten gold, that is the “I”


  


  And into this some form projects itself:


  


  Christus, or John, or eke the Florentine;


  


  And as the clear space is not if a form’s


  


  Imposed thereon,


  


  So cease we from all being for the time,


  


  And these, the Masters of the Soul, live on.


  


  


  


  He smiled. That lesson had been written again and again, from Plato onward. Yet the poem was a history of his own case, a sort of theory for the metempsychosis he had under- gone, and in its formal way it was moving. It would be fitting to make a little hymn of it, in honor of his own rebirth, and of the poet’s insight.


  


  A series of solemn, breathless chords framed themselves in his inner ear, against which the words might be intoned in a high, gently bending hush at the beginning . . . and then a dramatic passage in which the great names of Dante and Villon would enter ringing like challenges to Time. . . . He wrote for a while in his notebook before he returned the spool to its shelf.


  


  These, he thought, are good auspices.


  


  And so the night of the premiere arrived, the audience pouring into the hall, the 3-V cameras riding on no visible supports through the air, and Sindi calculating his share of his client’s earnings by a complicated game he played on his fingers, the basic law of which seemed to be that one plus one equals ten. The hall filled to the roof with people from every class, as though what was to come would be a circus rather than an opera.


  


  There were, surprisingly, nearly fifty of the aloof and aristocratic mind sculptors, clad in formal clothes which were exaggerated black versions of their surgeon’s gowns. They had bought a bloc of seats near the front of the auditorium, where the gigantic 3-V figures which would shortly fill the “stage” before them (the real singers would perform on a small stage in the basement) could not but seem monstrously out of proportion; but Strauss supposed that they had taken this into account and dismissed it.


  


  There was a tide of whispering in the audience as the sculptors began to trickle in, and with it an undercurrent of excitement the meaning of which was unknown to Strauss. He did not attempt to fathom it, however; he was coping with his own mounting tide of opening-night tension, which, despite all the years, he had never quite been able to shake.


  


  The sourceless, gentle light in the auditorium dimmed, and Strauss mounted the podium. There was a score before him, but he doubted that he would need it. Directly before him, poking up from among the musicians, were the inevitable 3-V snouts, waiting to carry his image to the singers in the basement.


  


  The audience was quiet now. This was the moment. His baton swept up and then decisively down, and the prelude came surging up out of the pit.


  


  


  


  For a little while he was deeply immersed in the always tricky business of keeping the enormous orchestra together and sensitive to the flexing of the musical web beneath his hand. As his control firmed and became secure, however, the task became slightly less demanding, and he was able to pay more attention to what the whole sounded like.


  


  There was something decidedly wrong with it. Of course there were the occasional surprises as some bit of orchestral color emerged with a different Klang than he had expected; that happened to every composer, even after a lifetime of experience. And there were moments when the singers, entering upon a phrase more difficult to handle than he had calculated, sounded like someone about to fall off a tightrope (although none of them actually fluffed once; they were as fine a troupe of voices as he had ever had to work with).


  


  But these were details. It was the over-all impression that was wrong. He was losing not only the excitement of the premiere—after all, that couldn’t last at the same pitch all evening—but also his very interest in what was coming from the stage and the pit. He was gradually tiring; his baton arm becoming heavier; as the second act mounted to what should have been an impassioned outpouring of shining tone, he was so bored as to wish he could go back to his desk to work on that song.


  


  Then the act was over; only one more to go. He scarcely heard the applause. The twenty minutes’ rest in his dressing room was just barely enough to give him the necessary strength.


  


  


  


  And suddenly, in the middle of the last act, he understood.


  


  There was nothing new about the music. It was the old Strauss all over again—but weaker, more dilute than ever. Compared with the output of composers like Krafft, it doubtless sounded like a masterpiece to this audience. But he knew.


  


  The resolutions, the determination to abandon the old cliches and mannerisms, the decision to say something new—they had all come to nothing against the force of habit. Being brought to life again meant bringing to life as well all those deeply graven reflexes of his style. He had only to pick up his pen and they overpowered him with easy automatism, no more under his control than the jerk of a finger away from a flame.


  


  His eyes filled; his body was young, but he was an old man, an old man. Another thirty-five years of this? Never. He had said all this before, centuries before. Nearly a half century condemned to saying it all over again, in a weaker and still weaker voice, aware that even this debased century would come to recognize in him only the burnt husk of greatness?—no; never, never.


  


  He was aware, dully, that the opera was over. The audience was screaming its joy. He knew the sound. They had screamed that way when Day of Peace had been premiered, but they had been cheering the man he had been, not the man that Day of Peace showed with cruel clarity he had become. Here the sound was even more meaningless: cheers of ignorance, and that was all.


  


  He turned slowly. With surprise, and with a surprising sense of relief, he saw that the cheers were not, after all, for him.


  


  They were for Dr. Barkun Kris.


  


  


  


  Kris was standing in the middle of the bloc of mind sculptors, bowing to the audience. The sculptors nearest him were shaking his hand one after the other. More grasped at it as he made his way to the aisle, and walked forward to the podium. When he mounted the rostrum and took the composer’s limp hand, the cheering became delirious.


  


  Kris lifted his arm. The cheering died instantly to an intent hush.


  


  “Thank you,” he said clearly. “Ladies and gentlemen, before we take leave of Dr. Strauss, let us again tell him what a privilege it has been for us to hear this fresh example of his mastery. I am sure no farewell could be more fitting.”


  


  The ovation lasted five minutes, and would have gone another five if Kris had not cut it off.


  


  “Dr. Strauss,” he said, “in a moment, when I speak a certain formulation to you, you will realize that your name is Jerom Bosch, born in our century and with a life in it all your own. The superimposed memories which have made you assume the mask, the persona, of a great composer will be gone. I tell you this so that you may understand why these people here share your applause with me.”


  


  A wave of assenting sound. ‘The art of mind sculpture—the creation of artificial personalities for aesthetic enjoyment—may never reach such a pinnacle again. For you should understand that as Jerom Bosch you had no talent for music at all; indeed, we searched a long time to find a man who was utterly unable to carry even the simplest tune. Yet we were able to impose upon such unpromising material not only the personality, but the genius, of a great composer. That genius belongs entirely to you—to the persona that thinks of itself as Richard Strauss. None of the credit goes to the man who volunteered for the sculpture. That is your triumph, and we salute you for it.”


  


  Now the ovation could no longer be contained. Strauss, with a crooked smile, watched Dr. Kris bow. This mind sculpturing was a suitably sophisticated kind of cruelty for this age; but the impulse, of course, had always existed. It was the same impulse that had made Rembrandt and Leonardo turn cadavers into art works.


  


  It deserved a suitably sophisticated payment under the lex talionis: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth—and a failure for a failure.


  


  No, he need not tell Dr. Kris that the “Strauss” he had created was as empty of genius as a hollow gourd. The joke would always be on the sculptor, who was incapable of hearing the hollowness of the music now preserved on the 3-V tapes.


  


  But for an instant a surge of revolt poured through his blood stream. I am I, he thought. I am Richard Strauss until I die, and will never be Jerom Bosch, who was utterly unable to carry even the simplest tune. His hand, still holding the baton, came sharply up, though whether to deliver or to ward off a blow he could not tell.


  


  He let it fall again, and instead, at last, bowed—not to the audience, but to Dr. Kris. He was sorry for nothing, as Kris turned to him to say the word that would plunge him back into oblivion, except that he would now have no chance to set that poem to music.
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    the cold green eye


   jack williamson


  


  


  “Kansas?” the boy looked hard at his teacher. “Where is Kansas?”


  


  “I do not know.” The withered old monk shrugged vaguely. “The spring caravan will carry you down out of our mountains. A foreign machine called a railway train will take you to a city named Calcutta. The lawyers there will arrange for your journey to Kansas.”


  


  “But I love our valley.” Tommy glanced out at the bamboo plumes nodding above the old stone walls of the monastery garden and the snowy Himalayas towering beyond. He turned quickly back to catch the old man’s leathery hand. “Why must I be sent away?”


  


  “A matter of money and the law.”


  


  “I don’t understand the law,” Tommy said. “But please, can’t I stay? That’s all I want - to be here with the monks of Mahavira, and play with the village children, and study my lessons with you.”


  


  “We used to hope that you might remain with us to become another holy man.” Old Chandra Sha smiled wistfully behind the cloth that covered his mouth to protect the life of the air from injury by his breath. “We have written letters about your unusual aptitudes, but the lawyers in Calcutta show little regard for the ancient arts, and those in Kansas show none at all. You are to go.”


  


  “But I don’t need money,” Tommy protested. “My friends in the village will give me rice, and I can sleep in the courtyard here,”


  


  “I think there is too much money, burdening souls with evil karma,” the lean old man broke in softly. “Your father was a famous traveler, who gathered dangerous riches. Since the wheel has turned for him, others desire his fortune. I think perhaps that is why the lawyers sent for you.”


  


  A fly came buzzing around his dried-up face, and he paused to wave it very gently away.


  


  “But your mother’s sister lives in that place named Kansas,” he went on. “It is arranged for you to go to her. She is your own race and blood, and she wants you in her home—”


  


  “No! She never even saw me,” Tommy whispered bitterly. “She couldn’t really want me. Must I go?”


  


  “It is to be.” Chandra Sha nodded firmly. “Your people are ignorant about the true principles of matter and the soul, but their own peculiar laws require obedience. The caravan leaves tomorrow.”


  


  Tommy wanted not to weep, but he was only ten. He clung sobbing to the thin old Jain.


  


  “But we have instructed you well,” the holy man murmured, trying to comfort him. “Your feet are already on the pathway to nirvana, and I will give you a copy of the secret book of Rishabha to guide and guard you on your way.”


  


  Tommy went down out of the mountains with the caravan. He was bewildered and afraid, and the motion of the railway cars made him ill, but the lawyers in Calcutta were kind enough. They bought him new garments, and took him to a cinema, and put him on a great strange machine called an airplane. At last he came to Kansas and his Aunt Agatha Grimm.


  


  He rode from the depot to her home in a jolting farm truck, peering out at the strange sun-flooded flatness of the land and a monstrous orange-painted machine called a combine that grazed like the golden bull of Rishabha through the ripe wheat.


  


  The hired man stopped the truck beside a huge wooden house that stood like a fort in the middle of the endless land, and Tommy’s aunt came out to greet him with a moist kiss. A plump, pink-skinned blonde, with a sweat-beaded face. He was used to darker women, and she seemed incredibly fair.


  


  “So you’re Lizzie’s boy?” She and her sister had come from Alabama, and soft accents still echoed in her voice. “Gracious, honey, what’s the matter?”


  


  Tommy had run to meet her eagerly, but he couldn’t help shrinking back when he saw her eyes. The left was warm and brown and kind as old Chandra Sha’s. But the right eye was different, a frosty, bluish green; it seemed to look straight through him.


  


  “Well, child, can’t you talk?”


  


  He gulped and squirmed, trying to think of words to say in English. But he couldn’t think at all. Somehow, the green eye froze him.


  


  “Nothing,” he muttered at last. “Just... nothing.”


  


  “Lizzie’s boy would be a little odd.” She smiled, too sweetly. “Brought up by jabbering heathens! But this is going to be your home, you know. Come on inside, and let me clean you up.”


  


  The hired man brought the carved teakwood chest the monks had given him, and they went into the big house. The smell of it was strange and stale. The windows were closed, with blinds drawn down. Tommy stood blinking at the queer heavy furniture and dusty bric-a-brac crammed into the dim cave of the living room, until he heard a fly buzzing at the screen door behind him. He turned and without thinking to help it escape.


  


  “Wait, honey.” His aunt caught his arm, and seated him firmly on the teakwood chest. “I’ll kill it!”


  


  She snatched a swatter from the high oak mantel and stalked the fly through the gloomy jungle of antimacassared chairs and fussy little tables to a darkened window. The swatter fell with a vicious thwack.


  


  “Got him!” she said. “I won’t endure flies.”


  


  “But, Aunt Agatha!” The English words were coming back, though his thoughts were still in the easy vernacular the monks had taught him. His shy, hesitant voice was shocked. “They, too, are alive.”


  


  The brown eye, as well as the green, peered sharply at him. His aunt sat down suddenly, gasping as if she needed fresh air. He wanted to open the windows, but he was afraid to move.


  


  “Thomas, honey, you’re upsetting me terribly.” Her pale fat hands fluttered nervously. “But I guess you didn’t know that I’m not well at all. Of course I love children as much as anybody, but I really don’t know if I can endure you in the house. I always said myself that you’d be better off in some nice orphanage.”


  


  Or back with the monks, Tommy told himself unhappily. He could not help thinking that she looked as tough and strong as a mountain pony, but he decided not to mention that.


  


  “But sick as I am, I’m taking you in.” Her moist, swollen lips tried to smile. “Because you’re Lizzie’s boy. It’s my duty, and the legal papers are all signed. But the judge gave me full control of you, and your estate, till you come of age. Just keep that in mind.”


  


  Tommy nodded miserably and huddled smaller on the chest.


  


  “I’m giving you a decent home, and you ought to be grateful.” A faint indignation began to edge her voice. “I never approved when Lizzie ran away to marry a good-for-nothing explorer - not even if his long-winded books did make him rich. Served her right when they got killed trying to climb them foreign mountains! I guess she never had a thought for me - her wandering like a gypsy queen through all of them wicked heathen countries, and never sending me a penny. A lot she cared if her own born sister had to drudge away like a common hired girl!”


  


  Sudden tears shone in the one brown eye, but the other remained dry and hard as glass.


  


  “But what I can’t forgive is all she did to you.” Aunt Agatha snuffled and dabbed at her fat, pink nose. “Carrying you to all those outlandish foreign places, and letting you associate with all sorts of nasty natives. The lawyers said you’ve had no decent religious training, and I guess you’ve picked up goodness knows what superstitious notions. But I’ll see you get a proper education.”


  


  “Thank you very much!” Tommy sat up hopefully. “I want to learn. Chandra Sha was teaching me Sanskrit and Arabic. I can speak Swahili and Urdu, and I’m studying the secret book of Rishabha—”


  


  “Heathen idolatry!” The green eye and the brown widened in alarm. “Wicked nonsense you’ll soon forget, here in Kansas. Simple reading and writing and arithmetic will do for the like of you, and a Christian Sunday school.”


  


  “But Rishabha was the first Thirtankara,” Tommy protested timidly. “The greatest of the saints. The first to find nirvana.”


  


  “You little infidel!” Aunt Agatha’s round pink face turned red. “But you won’t find - whatever you call it. Not here in Kansas! Now bring your things up to your room.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Staggering with the teakwood chest, he followed her up to a narrow attic room. It was hot as an oven, and it had a choking antiseptic smell. The dismal, purple-flowered wallpaper was faded and water-stained. At the tiny window, a discouraged fly hummed feebly.


  


  Aunt Agatha went after it.


  


  “Don’t!” Tommy dropped the chest and caught at her swatter. “Please, may I just open the window and let it go?”


  


  “Gracious, child! What on earth?”


  


  “Don’t you know about flies?” A sudden determination steadied his shy voice. “They, too, have souls. It is wrong to kill them.”


  


  “Honey child, are you touched?”


  


  “All life is akin, through the Cycle of Birth,” he told her desperately. “The holy Jains taught me that. As the wheel of life turns, our souls go from one form to another - until each is purged of every karma, so that it can rise to nirvana.”


  


  She stood motionless, with the swatter lifted, frozen with astonishment.


  


  “When you kill a fly,” he said, “you are loading your own soul with bad karma. And, besides, you may be injuring a friend.”


  


  ‘Well, I never!” The swatter fell out of her shocked hand. Tommy picked it up and gave it back to her, politely. “Such wicked heathen foolery! We’ll pray to help you find the truth.”


  


  Tommy shuddered, as she crushed the weary fly.


  


  “Now unpack your box,” she commanded. “I’ll have no filthy idols here.”


  


  “Please,” he protested unhappily. “These things are my own.”


  


  The green eye was still relentless, but the brown one began to cry. Tears ran down her smooth sweet face, and her heavy bosom quaked.


  


  “Tommy! How can you be so mulish? When I’m only trying to take your poor dead mother’s place, and me such an invalid!”


  


  “I’m sorry,” he told her. “I hope your health improves. And I’ll show you everything.”


  


  The worn key hung on a string around his neck. He unlocked the chest, but she found no idols. His clothing she took to be laundered, lifting each piece gingerly with two fingers as if it had been steeped in corruption. She sniffed at a fragrant packet of dried herbs, and seized it to be burned.


  


  Finally, she bent to peer at the remaining odds and ends - at the brushes and paints his mother had given him when she left him with the monks; there were a few splotched watercolors he had tried to make of the monastery and the holy men and his village friends; the broken watch the mountaineers had found beside his father’s body; a thick painted cylinder.


  


  “That?” She pointed at his picture of a shy brown child. “Who’s that?”


  


  “Mira Bai. My friend.” He covered the picture quickly with another, to hide it from that cold green eye. “She lived in my own village. She was my teacher’s niece, and we used to study together. But her legs were withered and she was never strong. It was last year before the rains were ended that the wheel turned for her.”


  


  “What wheel?” Aunt Agatha sniffed. “Do you mean she’s dead?”


  


  “The soul never dies,” Tommy answered firmly. “It always returns in a new body, until it escapes to nirvana. Mira Bai has a stronger body now, because she was good. I don’t know where she is - maybe Kansas! But someday I’ll find her, with the science of Rishabha.”


  


  “You poor little fool!” Aunt Agatha stirred his small treasures with the swatter handle, and jabbed at the painted cylinder. “What’s that contraption?”


  


  “Just - just a book.”


  


  Very carefully, he slipped it out of the round wooden case and unrolled a little of the long parchment strip. It was very old, yellowed and cracked and faded. The mild brown eye squinted in a puzzled way at the dim strange characters. He wondered how much the green one saw.


  


  “That filthy scribbling? That’s no book.”


  


  “It is older than printing,” he told her. “It is written with the secret wisdom of the Thirtankara Rishabha. It tells how souls may be guarded through their transmigrations and helped upward toward nirvana.”


  


  “Heathen lies!” She reached for it angrily. “I ought to burn it.”


  


  “No!” He hugged it in his skinny arms. “Please don’t! Because it is so powerful. I need it to aid my father and mother in their new lives. I need it to know Mira Bai when I find her again. And I think you need it too, Aunt Agatha, to purge your own soul of the eight kinds of karma—”


  


  “What?” The brown eye widened with shock and the green one narrowed angrily. “I’ll have you know that I’m a decent Christian, safe in the heart of God. Now, put that filthy scrawl away and wash yourself up. I guess that’s something your verminous monks forgot to teach you.”


  


  “Please! The holy men are very clean.”


  


  “Now you’re trying to aggravate me, poorly as I am.” She snuffled and her brown eye wept again. “I’m going to teach you a respectable religion, and I don’t need any nasty foreign scribblings to help me whip the sin out of you.”


  


  She was very sweet about it, and she always cried when she was forced to beat him. The exertion was really too much for her poor heart. She did it only for dear Lizzie’s sake, and he ought to realize that the punishment was far more painful to her than to him.


  


  She tried to teach him her religion, but Tommy clung to the wisdom of the kind old monks of Mahavira. She tried to wash the East out of him, with pounds of harsh yellow soap, until his sunburnt skin had faded to a sickly pallor. She prayed and cried over him for endless hours, while he knelt with numb bare knees on cruel bare floors. She threatened to whip him again, and she did.


  


  She whipped him when he covered up the big sheets of sticky yellow fly paper she put in his room, and whipped him when he poured out the shallow dishes of fly poison she kept on the landing. But she seemed too badly shaken to strike him, on the sultry afternoon when she found him liberating the flies in the screen wire trap outside the kitchen.


  


  “You sinful little infidel!”


  


  Her nerves were all on edge. She had to sit down on the doorstep, resting her weak heart and gasping with her asthma. But her fat pink fingers seemed strong enough when she caught him by the ear.


  


  She called the hired man to bring a torch dipped in gasoline, and held him so that he had to watch while she burned the flies that were left in the trap. He stood shivering with his own pain, quiet and pale and ill.


  


  “Now come along!” She led him up the stairs, by his twisted ear. “I’ll teach you whether flies have souls.” Her voice was like a saw when it strikes a nail. “I’m going to lock you up tonight without your supper, but I’ll be up in the morning.”


  


  She shoved him into the stifling attic room. It was bare and narrow as the monastery cells, with only his hard little cot and his precious teakwood chest. His tears blurred the painted carving on the chest - it was the blue snake of the deva Parshva, who had reached nirvana a very long time before.


  


  She held him, by the twisted ear.


  


  “Believe me, Thomas, this hurts me terribly.” She snuffled and cleared her throat. “But I want you to pray tonight. Beg God to clean up your dirty little soul.”


  


  She gave his ear another twist.


  


  “When I come back in the morning I want you to get down on your bended knees with me and confess to Him that all this rot about flies with souls is only a wicked lie.”


  


  “But it’s the truth!” He caught his breath, and tried not to whimper. “Please, Aunt Agatha, let me read you part of the sacred book—”


  


  “Sacred?” She shook him by the ear. “You filthy little blasphemer! I’m going down now to pray for you. But when I come back in the morning, I’m going to open up your box and take away that heathen writing. I declare, it’s what gives you all those wicked notions. I’m going to burn it in the kitchen stove.”


  


  “But - Aunt Agatha!” He shivered with a sharper pain. “Without the secret book I can’t guide anybody toward nirvana. I can’t help my father and mother, struggling under their load of karma. I won’t even know little Mira Bai, if I should ever find her.”


  


  “I’ll teach you what you need to know.” She let go his tingling ear, and boxed it sharply. “We’ll burn that book in the morning. And you’ll forget every word it says, or stay in this room till you starve.”


  


  * * * *


  


  She locked the door on him and waddled down the stairs again, weeping for his soul and wheezing with her asthma. She had a good nip of whisky for her heart, and filled herself a nice plate of cold roast chicken and potato salad before she went up to her own room to pray.


  


  For a long time Tommy sat alone on the edge of the hard lumpy cot, with his throbbing head in his hands. Crying was no use; old Chandra Sha had taught him that. He longed for his father and mother, those tanned happy wanderers he could barely remember. But the wheel had turned for them.


  


  Nothing was left, except the sacred parchment. When the ringing in his punished ear had stopped, he bent to unlock the teakwood chest. He unrolled the brittle yellow scroll. His pale lips moved silently, following the faded black-and-scarlet characters.


  


  The book, he felt, was more precious than all Kansas. He had to save it, to help his reborn parents, and to find Mira Bai, and even to aid his aunt. Her poor soul was laden, surely, with a perilous burden of karma, but perhaps the science of the book could find her a more fortunate rebirth.


  


  Trembling and afraid, he began to do what the holy men had taught him.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was the hired girl, next morning, who came up to unlock his room. She was looking for his Aunt Agatha.


  


  “I can’t understand it.” Her twangy Kansas voice was half hysterical. “I didn’t hear a thing, all night long. The outside doors are locked up tight, and none of her things are missing. But I’ve looked high and low, and your sweet old auntie isn’t anywhere.”


  


  The little boy looked thin and pale and drawn. His dark eyes were rimmed with grime, hollowed for want of sleep. He was rolling up the long strip of brittle yellow parchment. Very carefully, he replaced it in the painted case.


  


  “I think you wouldn’t know her now.” His shy little voice was rusty and regretful. “Because the wheel of her life has turned again. She has entered another cycle, you see.”


  


  “I don’t know what you mean.” The startled girl stared at him. “But I’m afraid something awful has happened to your poor old auntie. I’m going to phone the sheriff.”


  


  Tommy was downstairs in the gloomy front room when the sheriff came, standing in a chair drawn up against the mantel.


  


  “Now don’t you worry, little man,” the sheriff boomed. “I’m come to find old Miz Grimm. Just tell me when you seen her last.”


  


  “Here she is, right now,” Tommy whispered faintly. “But if you haven’t been instructed in the science of transmigration, I don’t think you’ll know her.”


  


  He was leaning over one of the big yellow sheets of adhesive fly paper that Aunt Agatha liked to leave spread at night to catch flies while she slept. He was trying to help a big blue fly, that was hopelessly tangled and droning in its last feeble fury.


  


  “Pore little young-un!” the sheriff clucked sympathetically. “His aunt told me he was full of funny heathen notions!”


  


  He didn’t even glance at the dying fly. But Tommy hadn’t found it hard to recognize. Its right eye was furious, bluish green, and the left was a tiny bead of wet brown glass.
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  The probability of unfavorable consequences cannot be zero in any action of common life, but the probability increases by a very high power as a series of actions is lengthened. The effect of moral considerations, in conduct, may be stated to be a mathematically verifiable reduction in the number of unfavorable possible chance happenings. Of course, whether this process is termed the intelligent use of probability, or ethics, or piety, makes no difference in the fact. It is the method by which unfavorable chance happenings are made least probable. Arbitrary actions such as we call criminal cannot ever be justified by mathematics. For example ...


  Probability and Human Conduct, FITZGERALD


  


  


  Calhoun lay in his bunk and read Fitzgerald on “Probability and Human Conduct” as the little Med Ship floated in overdrive. In overdrive travel there is nothing to do but pass the time away. Murgatroyd, the tormal, slept curled up in a ball in one corner of the small ship’s cabin. His tail was meticulously curled about his nose. The ship’s lights burned steadily. There were those small random noises which have to be provided to keep a man sane in the dead stillness of a ship traveling at thirty times the speed of light. Calhoun turned a page and yawned.


  


  Something stirred somewhere. There was a click, and a taped voice said:


  


  “When the tone sounds, breakout will be five seconds off.”


  


  A metronomic ticking, grave and deliberate, resounded in the stillness. Calhoun heaved himself up from the bunk and marked his place in the book. He moved to and seated himself in the control chair and fastened the safety belt. He said:


  


  “Murgatroyd! Hark, hark the lark in Heaven’s something-or-other doth sing. Wake up and comb your whiskers. We’re getting there.”


  


  Murgatroyd opened one eye and saw Calhoun in the pilot’s chair. He uncurled himself and padded to a place where there was something to grab hold of. He regarded Calhoun with bright eyes.


  


  “BONG!” said the tape. It counted down. “Five - four - three - two - one - “


  


  It stopped. The ship popped out of overdrive. The sensation was unmistakable. Calhoun’s stomach seemed to turn over twice, and he had a sickish feeling of spiraling dizzily in what was somehow a cone. He swallowed. Murgatroyd made gulping noises. Outside, everything changed.


  


  The sun Maris blazed silently in emptiness off to port. The Cetis star-cluster was astern, and the light by which it could be seen had traveled for many years to reach here, though Calhoun had left Med Headquarters only three weeks before. The third planet of Maris swung splendidly in its orbit. Calhoun checked, and nodded in satisfaction. He spoke over his shoulder to Murgatroyd.


  


  “We’re here, all right.”


  


  “Chee!” shrilled Murgatroyd.


  


  He uncoiled his tail from about a cabinet-handle and hopped up to look at the vision screen. What he saw, of course, meant nothing to him. But all tormals imitate the actions of human beings, as parrots imitate their speech. He blinked wisely at the screen and turned his eyes to Calhoun.


  


  “It’s Maris III,” Calhoun told him, “and pretty close. It’s a colony of Dettra Two. One city was reported started two Earth-years ago. It should just about be colonized now.”


  


  “Chee-chee!” shrilled Murgatroyd.


  


  “So get out of the way,” commanded Calhoun. “We’ll make our approach and I’ll tell ‘em we’re here.”


  


  He made a standard approach on interplanetary drive. Naturally, it was a long process. But after some hours he flipped over the call-switch and made the usual identification and landing request.


  


  “Med Ship Aesclipus Twenty to ground,” he said into the transmitter. “Requesting co-ordinates for landing. Our mass is fifty tons. Repeat, five-oh tons. Purpose of landing, planetary health inspection.”


  


  He relaxed. This job ought to be purest routine. There was a landing grid in the spaceport city on Maris III. From its control room instructions should be sent, indicating a position some five planetary diameters or farther out from the surface of that world. Calhoun’s little ship should repair to that spot. The giant landing grid should then reach out its specialized force-field and lock onto the ship, and then bring it gently but irresistibly down to ground. Then Calhoun, representing Med Service, should confer gravely with planetary authorities about public health conditions on Maris III.


  


  It was not to be expected that anything important would turn up. Calhoun would deliver full details of recent advances in the progress of medicine. These might already have reached Maris III in the ordinary course of commerce, but he would make sure. He might - but it was unlikely - learn of some novelty worked out here. In any case, within three days he should return to the small Med Ship, the landing grid should heave it firmly heavenward to not less than five planetary diameters distance, and there release it. And Calhoun and Murgatroyd and the Med Ship should flick into overdrive and speed back toward Headquarters, from whence they had come.


  


  Right now, Calhoun waited for an answer to his landing call. But he regarded the vast disk of the nearby planet.


  


  “By the map,” he observed to Murgatroyd, “the city ought to be on the shore of that bay somewhere near the terminus. Close to the sunset line.”


  


  His call was answered. A voice said incredulously on the space-phone speaker:


  


  “What? What’s that? What’s that you say?”


  


  “Med Ship Aesclipus Twenty,” Calhoun repeated patiently. “Requesting co-ordinates for landing. Our mass is fifty tons. Repeat, five-oh tons. Purpose of landing, planetary health inspection.”


  


  The voice said more incredulously still:


  


  “A Med Ship? Holy—” By the change of sound, the man down on the planet had turned away from the microphone. “Hey! Listen to this—”


  


  There was abrupt silence. Calhoun raised his eyebrows. He drummed on the control desk before him.


  


  There was a long pause. A very long pause. Then a new voice came on the space phone, up from the ground:


  


  “You up aloft there! Identify yourself!”


  


  Calhoun said very politely:


  


  “This is Med Ship Aesclipus Twenty. I would like to come to ground. Purpose of landing, health inspection.”


  


  “Wait,” said the voice from the planet. It sounded strained.


  


  A murmuring sounded, transmitted from fifty thousand miles away. Then there was a click. The transmitter down below had cut off. Calhoun raised his eyebrows again. This was not according to routine. Not at all! The Med Service was badly overworked and understaffed. The resources of interplanetary services were always apt to be stretched to their utmost, because there could be no galactic government as such. Some thousands of occupied planets, the closest of them light-years apart - or weeks of traveling - couldn’t hold elections or have political parties for the simple reason that travel even in overdrive was too slow. They could only have service organizations whose authority depended on the consent of the people served, and whose support had to be gathered when and as it was possible.


  


  But the Med Service was admittedly important. The local Sector Headquarters was in the Cetis cluster. It was a sort of interstellar clinic, with additions. It gathered and disseminated the results of experience in health and medicine among some thousands of colony-worlds, and from time to time it made contact with other Headquarters carrying on the same work elsewhere. It admittedly took fifty years for a new technique in gene-selection to cross the so-far-occupied part of the galaxy, but it was a three-year voyage in overdrive to cover the same distance direct. And the Med Service was worth while. There was no problem of human ecological adjustment it had so far been unable to solve, and there were some dozens of planets whose human colonies owed their existence to it. There was nowhere - nowhere at all - that a Med Ship was not welcomed on its errand from Headquarters.


  


  “Aground there!” said Calhoun sharply. “What’s the matter? Are you landing me or not?”


  


  There was no answer. Then, suddenly, every sound-producing device in the ship abruptly emitted a hoarse and monstrous noise. The lights flashed up and circuit-breakers cut them off. The nearby-object horn squawked. The hull-temperature warning squealed. The ship’s internal gravity-field tugged horribly for an instant and went off. Every device within the ship designed to notify emergency clanged or shrieked or roared or screamed. There was a momentary bedlam.


  


  It lasted for part of a second only. Then everything stopped. There was no weight within the ship, and there were no lights, and there was dead silence, and Murgatroyd made whimpering sounds in the darkness.


  


  Calhoun thought absurdly to himself, “According to the book, this is an unfavorable chance consequence of something or other.” But it was more than an unfavorable chance occurrence. It was an intentional and drastic and possibly a deadly one.


  


  “Somebody’s acting up,” said Calhoun measuredly, in the blackness. “What’s the matter with them?”


  


  He flipped the screen switch to bring back vision of what was outside. The vision screens of a ship are very carefully fused against overload burnouts, because there is nothing in all the cosmos quite as helpless and foredoomed as a ship which is blind in the emptiness of space. But the screens did not light again. They couldn’t. The cutouts hadn’t worked in time.


  


  Calhoun’s scalp crawled. But as his eyes adjusted, he saw the palely fluorescent handles of switches and doors. They hadn’t been made fluorescent in expectation of an emergency like this, of course, but they would help a great deal. He knew what had happened. It couldn’t be but one thing - a landing-grid field clamped on the fifty-ton Med Ship with the power needed to grasp and land a twenty-thousand-ton liner. At that strength it would paralyze every instrument and blow every cut-off. It could not be accident. The reception of the news of his identity, the repeated request that he identify himself, and then the demand that he wait—This murderous performance was deliberate.


  


  “Maybe,” said Calhoun in the inky-black cabin, “as a Med Ship our arrival is an unfavorable chance consequence of something - or the unfavorableness is - and somebody means to keep us from happening. It looks like it.”


  


  Murgatroyd whimpered.


  


  “And I think,” added Calhoun coldly, “that somebody may need a swift kick in the negative feedback!”


  


  He released himself from the safety-belt and dived across the cabin in which there was now no weight at all. In the blackness he opened a cabinet door. What he did inside was customarily done by a man wearing thick insulating gloves, in the landing grid back at Headquarters. He threw certain switches which would allow the discharge of the power-storage cells which worked the Med Ship’s overdrive. Monstrous quantities of energy were required to put even a fifty-ton ship into overdrive, and monstrous amounts were returned when it came out. The power amounted to ounces of pure, raw energy, and as a safety-precaution such amounts were normally put into the Duhanne cells only just before a Med Ship’s launching, and drained out again on its return. But now, Calhoun threw switches which made a rather incredible amount of power available for dumping into the landing-grid field about him - if necessary.


  


  The ship lurched - violently. It was being moved by the grid field without any gentleness at all. Calhoun’s hands barely grasped the back of his pilot’s chair before the jerk came, and it almost tore them free. He just missed being flung against the back wall of the cabin by the applied acceleration. But he was a long way out from the planet. He was at the end of a lever fifty thousand miles long. For that lever to be used to shake him too brutally would require special adjustments. But somebody was making them. The jerk reversed directions. He was flung savagely against the chair to which he’d been clinging. He struggled. Another yank, in another direction. Another one still. It flung him violently into the chair.


  


  Behind him, Murgatroyd squealed angrily as he went hurtling across the cabin. He grabbed for holding-places with all four paws and his tail.


  


  Another shake. Calhoun had barely clipped the safety belt fast before a furious jolt nearly flung him out of it again to crash against the cabin ceiling. Yet another vicious surge of acceleration. He scrabbled for the controls. The yanks and plungings of the ship increased intolerably. He was nauseated. Once he was thrust so furiously into the control chair that he was on the verge of blacking out, and then the direction of thrust was changed to the exact opposite so that the blood rushing to his head seemed about to explode it. His arms flailed out of control. He became dazed. But when his hands were flung against the control board, despite their bruising he tried to cling to the control knobs, and each time he threw them over. Practically all his circuits were blown, but there was one—


  


  His numbing fingers threw it. There was a roar, so fierce that it seemed an explosion. He’d reached the switch which made effective the discharge-circuit of his Duhanne cells. He’d thrown it. It was designed to let the little ship’s overdrive power-reserve flow into storage at Headquarters on return from duty. Now, though, it poured into the landing field outside. It amounted to hundreds of millions of kilowatt hours, delivered in the fraction of a second. There was the smell of ozone. The sound was like a thunder clap.


  


  But abruptly there was a strange and incredible peace. The lights came on waveringly as his shaking fingers restored the circuit breakers. Murgatroyd shrilled indignantly, clinging desperately to an instrument rack. But the vision screens did not light again. Calhoun swore. Swiftly, he threw more circuit-restorers. The nearest-object indicator told of the presence of Maris III at forty-odd thousand miles. The hull-temperature indicator was up some fifty-six degrees. The internal-gravity field came on, faintly, and then built up to normal. But the screens would not light. They were permanently dead. Calhoun raged for seconds. Then he got hold of himself.


  


  “Chee-chee-chee!” chattered Murgatroyd desperately. “Chee-chee!”


  


  “Shut up!” growled Calhoun. “Some bright lad aground thought up a new way to commit murder. Damned near got away with it, too! He figured he’d shake us to death like a dog does a rat, only he was using a landing-grid field to do it with! Right now, I hope I fried him!”


  


  But it was not likely. Such quantities of power as are used to handle twenty-thousand-ton space liners are not controlled direct, but by relays. The power Calhoun had flung into the grid field should have blown out the grid’s transformers with a spectacular display of fireworks, but it was hardly probable it had gotten back to the individual at the controls.


  


  “But I suspect,” observed Calhoun vengefully, “that he’ll consider this business an unfavorable occurrence! Somebody’ll twist his tail, too, either for trying what he did or for not getting away with it! Only, as a matter of pure precaution—”


  


  His expression changed suddenly. He’d been trying not to think of the consequences of having no sight of the cosmos outside the ship. Now he remembered the electron telescope. It had not been in circuit, so it could not have been burned out like his vision screens. He switched it on. A star field appeared over his head.


  


  “Chee-chee!” cried Murgatroyd hysterically.


  


  Calhoun glanced at him. The jerking of the ship had shifted the instruments in the rack to which Murgatroyd clung. Clipped into place though they were, they’d caught Murgatroyd’s tail and pinched it tightly.


  


  “You’ll have to wait,” snapped Calhoun. “Right now I’ve got to make us look like a successful accident. Otherwise whoever tried to spread us all over the cabin walls will try something else!”


  


  The Med Ship flung through space in whatever direction and at whatever velocity it had possessed when the grid field blew. Calhoun shifted the electron-telescope field and simultaneously threw on the emergency-rocket controls. There was a growling of the pencil-thin, high-velocity blasts. There was a surging of the ship.


  


  “No straight-line stuff,” Calhoun reminded himself.


  


  He swung the ship into a dizzy spiral, as if innumerable things had been torn or battered loose in the ship and its rockets had come on of themselves. Painstakingly, he jettisoned in one explosive burst all the stored waste of his journey which could not be disposed of while in overdrive. To any space-scanning instrument on the ground, it would look like something detonating violently inside the ship.


  


  “Now—”


  


  The planet Maris III swung across the electron-telescope’s field. It looked hideously near - but that was the telescope’s magnification. Yet Calhoun sweated. He looked at the nearest-object dial for reassurance. The planet was nearer by a thousand miles.


  


  “Hah!” said Calhoun.


  


  He changed the ship’s spiral course. He changed it again. He abruptly reversed the direction of its turn. Adequate training in space-combat might have helped plot an evasion-course, but it might have been recognizable. Nobody could anticipate his maneuvers now, though. He adjusted the telescope next time the planet swept across its field, and flipped on the photorecorder. Then he pulled out of the spiral, whirled the ship until the city was covered by the telescope, and ran the recorder as long as he dared keep a straight course. Then he swooped toward the planet in a crazy, twisting fall with erratic intermissions, and made a final lunatic dash almost parallel to the planet’s surface.


  


  At five hundred miles, he unshielded the ports which of necessity had to be kept covered in clear space. There was a sky which was vividly bright with stars. There was a vast blackness off to starboard which was the night side of the planet.


  


  He went down. At four hundred miles the outside pressure indicator wavered away from its pin. He used it like a Pitot-tube recording, doing sums in his head to figure the static pressure that should exist at this height, to compare with the dynamic pressure produced by his velocity through the near hard vacuum. The pressure should have been substantially zero. He swung the ship end-for-end and killed velocity to bring the pressure-indication down. The ship descended. Two hundred miles. He saw the thin bright line of sunshine at the limb of the planet. Down to one hundred. He cut the rockets and let the ship fall silently, swinging it nose up.


  


  At ten miles he listened for man-made radiation. There was nothing in the electromagnetic spectrum but the crackling of static in an electric storm which might be a thousand miles away. At five miles height the nearest-object indicator, near the bottom of its scale, wavered in a fashion to prove that he was still moving laterally across mountainous country. He swung the ship and killed that velocity, too.


  


  At two miles he used the rockets for deceleration. The pencil-thin flame reached down for an incredible distance. By naked-eye observation out a port he tilted the fiercely-roaring, swiftly, falling ship until hillsides and forests underneath him ceased to move. By that time he was very low indeed.


  


  He reached ground on a mountainside which was lighted by the blue-white flame of the rocket-blast. He chose an area in which the tree tops were almost flat, indicating something like a plateau underneath. Murgatroyd was practically frantic by this time because of his capture and the pinching of his tail, but Calhoun could not spare time to release him. He let the ship down gently, gently, trying to descend in an absolutely vertical line.


  


  If he didn’t do it perfectly, he came very close. The ship settled into what was practically a burned-away tunnel among monstrous trees. The high-velocity slender flame did not splash when it reached ground. It penetrated. It burned a hole for itself through humus and clay and bedrock. When the ship touched and settled, there was boiling molten stone some sixty feet underground, but there was a small scratching sound as it came to rest. A flame-amputated tree-limb rubbed tentatively against the hull.


  


  Calhoun turned off the rockets. The ship swayed slightly and there were crunching noises. Then it was still on its landing fins.


  


  “Now,” said Calhoun, “I can take care of you, Murgatroyd.”


  


  He flicked on the switches of the exterior microphones - much more sensitive than human ears. The radiation-detectors were still in action. They reported only the cracklings of the distant storm.


  


  But the microphones brought in the moaning of wind over nearby mountaintops, and the almost deafening susurrus of rustling leaves. Underneath these noises there was a bedlam of other natural sounds. There were chirpings and hootings and squeaks, and the gruntings made by native animal life. These sounds had a singularly peaceful quality. When Calhoun toned them down to be no more than background-noises, they suggested the sort of concert of night-creatures which to men has always seemed an indication of purest tranquility.


  


  Presently Calhoun looked at the pictures the photorecorder had taken while the telescope’s field swept over the city. It was the colony-city reported to have been begun two years before, to receive colonists from Dettra Two. It was the city of the landing grid which had tried to destroy the Med Ship as a dog kills a rat - by shaking it to fragments, some fifty thousand miles in space. It was the city which had made Calhoun land with his vision-plates blinded, that had made him pretend his ship was internally a wreck: which had drained his power-reserves of some hundreds of millions of kilowatt hours of energy. It was the city which had made his return to Med Headquarters impossible.


  


  He inspected the telescopic pictures. They were very clear. They showed the city with astonishing detail. There was a lacy pattern of highways, with their medallions of multiple-dwelling units. There were the lavish park areas between the buildings of this planetary capital. There was the landing grid itself - a half-mile-high structure of steel girders, a full mile in diameter.


  


  But there were no vehicles on the highways. There were no specks on the crossing bridges to indicate people on foot. There were no copters on the building roofs, nor were there objects in mid-air to tell of air traffic.


  


  The city was either deserted or it had never been occupied. But it was absolutely intact. The structures were perfect. There was no indication of past panic or disaster, and even the highways had not been overgrown by vegetation. But it was empty - or else it was dead.


  


  But somebody in it had tried very ferociously and with singular effectiveness to try to destroy the Med Ship.


  


  Because it was a Med Ship.


  


  Calhoun raised his eyebrows and looked at Murgatroyd.


  


  “Why is all this?” he asked. “Have you any ideas?”


  


  “Chee!” shrilled Murgatroyd.


  


  * * * *


  


  II


  


  The purpose of a contemplated human action is always the attainment of a desired subjective experience. But a subjective experience is desired both in terms of intensity, and in terms of duration. For an individual the temptingness of different degrees of intensity-of-experience is readily computed. However, the temptingness of different durations is equally necessary for the computation of the probability of a given individual performing a given action. This modification of desirability by expectable duration depends on the individual’s time-sense: its acuity and its accuracy. Measurements of time-sense—


  Probability and Human Conduct, FITZGERALD


  


  


  Two days later Calhoun found a cultivated field and a dead man, but before that he found only bewilderment. Before leaving the Med Ship, he very carefully monitored all over again the entire radiation spectrum for man-made signals. There were no communications in the air of Maris III - which on the face of it was proof that the planet was uninhabited. But the ship’s external microphones picked up a rocket roar in mid-morning of the day after Calhoun’s landing. By the time the sound reached the ground, of course, the rocket itself was far below the horizon, but Calhoun saw the faint white trail of its passage against the blue of the sky. The fact that he saw it, in daytime, was proof that it was within the atmosphere. Which, in turn, said that the rocket was taking photographs from high altitude for signs of the crater the Med Ship should have made in an uncontrolled landing.


  


  The fact of search proved that the planet was inhabited, and the silence of the radio spectrum said that it wasn’t. The absence of traffic in the city said that it was dead or empty, but there were people there because they’d answered Calhoun’s hail, and tried to kill him when he identified himself. But nobody would want to destroy a Med Ship except to prevent a health inspection, and nobody would want to prevent an inspection unless there was a situation aground that the Med Service ought to know about. But there should not possibly be such a situation.


  


  There was no logical explanation for such a series of contradictions. Civilized men acted this way or that. There could only be civilized men here. They acted neither this way nor that. Therefore - the confusion began all over again.


  


  Calhoun dictated an account of events to date into the emergency responder in the ship. If a search-call came from space, the responder would broadcast this data and Calhoun’s intended action. He carefully shut off all other operating circuits so the ship couldn’t be found by their radiation. He equipped himself for travel, and he and Murgatroyd left the ship. Obviously, he headed toward the city where whatever was wrong was centered.


  


  Travel on foot was unaccustomed, but not difficult. The vegetation was semi-familiar. Maris III was an Earth-type planet and circled a Sol-type sun, and given similar conditions of gravity, air, sunlight, and temperature-range, similar organisms should develop. There would be room, for example, for low-growing ground-cover plants and there would also be advantages to height. There would be some equivalent of grasses, and there would be the equivalent of trees, with intermediate forms having in-between habits of growth. Similar reasoning would apply to animal life. There would be parallel ecological niches for animals to fill, and animals would adapt to fill them.


  


  Maris III was not, then, an “unearthly” environment. It was much more like an unfamiliar part of a known planet than a new world altogether. But there were some oddities. An herbivorous creature without legs which squirmed like a snake. It lived in holes. A pigeon-sized creature whose wings were modified, gossamer-thin scales with iridescent colorings. There were creatures which seemed to live in lunatic association, and Calhoun was irritably curious to know if they were really symbiotes or only unrecognizable forms of the same organism, like the terrestrial male and female firefly-glowworm.


  


  But he was heading for the city. He couldn’t spare time to biologize. On his first day’s journey he looked for food to save the rations he carried. Murgatroyd was handy, here. The little tormal had his place in human society. He was friendly, and he was passionately imitative of human beings, and he had a definite psychology of his own. But he was useful, too. When Calhoun strode through the forests which had such curiously un-leaflike foliage, Murgatroyd strode grandly with him, imitating his walk. From time to time he dropped to all four paws to investigate something. He invariably caught up with Calhoun within seconds.


  


  Once Calhoun saw him interestedly bite a tiny bit out of a most unpromising looking shrub-stalk. He savored its flavour, and then swallowed it. Calhoun took note of the plant and cut off a section. He bound it to the skin of his arm up near the elbow. Hours later there was no allergic reaction, so he tasted it. It was almost familiar. It had the flavor of a bracken-shoot, mingled with a fruity taste. It would be a green bulk-food like spinach or asparagus, filling but without much substance.


  


  Later Murgatroyd carefully examined a luscious-seeming fruit which grew low enough for him to pluck. He sniffed it closely and drew back. Calhoun noted that plant, too. Murgatroyd’s tribe was bred at Headquarters for some highly valuable qualities. One was a very sensitive stomach - but it was only one. Murgatroyd’s metabolism was very close to man’s. If he ate something and it didn’t disagree with him, it was very likely safe for a man to eat it, too. If he rejected something, it probably wasn’t. But his real value was much more important than the tasting of questionable foods.


  


  When Calhoun camped the first night, he made a fire of a plant shaped like a cactus-barrel and permeated with oil. By heaping dirt around it, he confined its burning to a round space very much like the direct-heat element of an electronic stove. It was an odd illustration of the fact that human progress does not involve anything really new in kind, but only increased convenience and availability of highly primitive comforts. By the light of that circular bonfire, Calhoun actually read a little. But the light was inadequate. Presently he yawned. One did not get very far in the Med Service without knowing probability in human conduct. It enabled one to check on the accuracy of statements made, whether by patients or officials, to a Med Ship man. Today, though, he’d traveled a long way on foot. He glanced at Murgatroyd, who was gravely pretending to read from a singularly straight-edged leaf.


  


  “Murgatroyd,” said Calhoun, “it is likely that you will interpret any strange sound as a possible undesirable subjective experience. Which is to say, as dangerous. So if you hear anything sizable coming close during the night, I hope you’ll squeal. Thank you.”


  


  Murgatroyd said “Chee,” and Calhoun rolled over and went to sleep.


  


  It was mid-morning of the next day when he came upon a cultivated field. It had been cleared and planted, of course, in preparation for the colonists who’d been expected to occupy the city. Familiar Earth-plants grew in it, ten feet high and more. And Calhoun examined it carefully, in the hope of finding how long since it had received attention. In his examination, he found the dead man.


  


  As a corpse, the man was brand-new and Calhoun very carefully put himself into a strictly medical frame of mind before he bent over for a technical estimate of what had happened, and when. The dead man seemed to have died of hunger. He was terribly emaciated, and he didn’t belong in a cultivated field far from the city. By his garments he was a city-dweller and a prosperous one. He wore the jewels which nowadays indicated a man’s profession and status in it much more than the value of his possessions. There was money in his pockets, and writing materials, a wallet with pictures and identification, and the normal oddments a man would carry. He’d been a civil servant. And he shouldn’t have died of starvation.


  


  He especially shouldn’t have gone hungry here! The sweet-maize plants were tall and green. Their ears were ripe. He hadn’t gone hungry! There were the inedible remains of at least two dozen sweet-maize ears. They had been eaten some time - some days - ago, and one of them had been left unfinished. If the dead man had eaten them but was unable to digest them, his belly should have been swollen with undigested food. It wasn’t. He’d eaten and digested and still had died, at least largely of inanition.


  


  Calhoun scowled.


  


  “How about this corn, Murgatroyd?” he demanded.


  


  He reached up and broke off a half-yard-long ear. He stripped away the protecting, stringy leaves. The soft grains underneath looked appetizing. They smelled like good fresh food. Calhoun offered the ear to Murgatroyd.


  


  The little tormal took it in his paws and on the instant was eating it with gusto.


  


  “If you keep it down, he didn’t die of eating it,” said Calhoun, frowning, “and if he ate it - which he did - he didn’t die of starvation. Which he did.”


  


  He waited. Murgatroyd consumed every grain upon the oversized cob. His furry belly distended a little. Calhoun offered him a second ear. He set to work on that, too, with self-evident enjoyment.


  


  “In all history,” said Calhoun, “nobody’s ever been able to poison one of you tormals because your digestive system has a qualitative-analysis unit in it that yells bloody murder if anything’s likely to disagree with you. As a probability of tormal reaction, you’d have been nauseated before now if that stuff wasn’t good to eat.”


  


  But Murgatroyd ate until he was distinctly pot-bellied. He left a few grains on the second ear with obvious regret. He put it down carefully on the ground. He shifted his left-hand whiskers with his paw and elaborately licked them clean. He did the same to the whiskers on the right-hand side of his mouth. He said comfortably:


  


  “Chee!”


  


  “Then that’s that,” Calhoun told him. “This man didn’t die of starvation. I’m getting queasy!”


  


  He had his lab kit in his shoulder pack, of course. It was an absurdly small outfit, with almost microscopic instruments. But in Med Ship field work the techniques of microanalysis were standard. Distastefully, Calhoun took the tiny tissue-sample from which he could gather necessary information. Standing, he ran through the analytic process that seemed called for. When he finished, he buried the dead man as well as he could and started off in the direction of the city again. He scowled as he walked.


  


  He journeyed for nearly half an hour before he spoke. Murgatroyd accompanied him on all fours, now, because of his heavy meal. After a mile and a half, Calhoun stopped and said grimly:


  


  “Let’s check you over, Murgatroyd.”


  


  He verified the tormal’s pulse and respiration and temperature. He put a tiny breath-sample through the part of the lab kit which read off a basic metabolism rate. The small animal was quite accustomed to the process. He submitted blandly. The result of the checkover was that Murgatroyd the tormal was perfectly normal.


  


  “But,” said Calhoun angrily, “that man died of starvation! There was practically no fat in that tissue-sample at all! He arrived where we found him while he was strong enough to eat, and he stayed where there was good food, and he ate it, and he digested it, and he died of starvation! Why?”


  


  Murgatroyd wriggled unhappily, because Calhoun’s tone was accusing. He said, “Chee!” in a subdued tone of voice. He looked pleadingly up at Calhoun.


  


  “I’m not angry with you,” Calhoun told him, “but dammit—”


  


  He packed the lab kit back into his pack, which contained food for the two of them for about a week.


  


  “Come along!” he said bitterly. He started off. Ten minutes later he stopped. “What I said was impossible. But it happened, so it mustn’t have been what I said. I must have stated it wrongly. He could eat, because he did. He did eat, because of the cobs left. He did digest it. So why did he die of starvation? Did he stop eating?”


  


  “Chee!” said Murgatroyd, with conviction.


  


  Calhoun grunted and marched on once more. The man had not died of a disease - not directly. The tissue analysis gave a picture of death which denied that it came of any organ ceasing to function. Was it the failure of the organism - the man - to take the action required for living? Had he stopped eating?


  


  Calhoun’s mind skirted the notion warily. It was not plausible. The man had been able to feed himself and had done so. Anything which came upon him and made him unable to feed himself—


  


  “He was a city man,” growled Calhoun. “And this is a long way from the city. What was he doing away out here, anyhow?”


  


  He hesitated and tramped on again. A city man found starved in a remote place might have become lost, somehow. But if this man was lost, he was assuredly not without food.


  


  “If there was a ground-car,” Calhoun considered, “it wouldn’t mean anything. If he dared go back to the city he might have used it, but he wouldn’t have been where I found him if he hadn’t wanted or needed to leave the city. Hm-m-m— He walked out into the middle of the field. He was hungry - why didn’t he have food? - and he ate. He stayed there for days, judging by the amount of food he ate and digested. Why did he do that? Then he stopped eating and died. Again why?”


  


  He crossed over the top of a rounded hillock some three miles from the shallow grave he’d made. He began to accept the idea that the dead man had stopped eating, for some reason, as the only possible explanation. But that didn’t make it plausible. He saw another ridge of higher hills ahead.


  


  In another hour he came to the crest of that farther range. It was the worn-out remnant of a very ancient mountain-range, now eroded to a mere fifteen hundred or two thousand feet. He stopped at the very top. Here was a time and place to look and take note of what he saw. The ground stretched away in gently rolling fashion for very many miles, and there was the blue blink of sea at the horizon. A little to the left he saw shining white. He grunted.


  


  That was the city of Maris III, which had been built to receive colonists from Dettra and relieve the population-pressure there. It had been planned as the nucleus of a splendid, spacious, civilized world-nation to be added to the number of human-occupied worlds. From its beginning it should hold a population in the hundreds of thousands. It was surrounded by cultivated fields, and the air above it should be a-shimmer with flying things belonging to its inhabitants.


  


  Calhoun stared at it through his binoculars. They could not make an image, even so near, to compare to that the electron telescope had made from space, but he could see much. The city was perfect. It was intact. It was new. But there was no sign of occupancy anywhere in it. It did not look dead, so much as frozen. There were no fliers above it. There was no motion on the highways. He saw one straight road which ran directly away along his line of sight. Had there been vehicles on it, he would have seen at least shifting patches of color as clots of traffic moved together. There were none.


  


  He pressed his lips together. He began to inspect the nearer terrain. He saw foreshortened areas where square miles of ground had been cleared and planted to Earth vegetation. The ground would have been bulldozed clean, and then great sterilizers would have lumbered back and forth, killing every native seed and root and even the native soil-bacteria. Then there would have been spraying with cultures of the nitrogen-fixing and phosphorous-releasing microscopic organisms which normally lived in symbiosis with Earth plants. They would have been tested beforehand for their ability to compete with indigenous bacterial life. And then Earth-plants would have been seeded.


  


  They had been. Calhoun saw that inimitable green which a man somehow always recognizes. It is the green of plants whose ancestors throve on Earth and have followed that old planet’s children halfway across the galaxy.


  


  “The population must be practically nothing,” growled Calhoun, “because it doesn’t show. But the part of it in the city wants to keep whatever’s happened from the Med Service. Hm-m-m. They’re not dying, or they’d want help. But at least one dead man wasn’t in the city where he belonged, and he could have used some help! Maybe there are more like him.”


  


  Murgatroyd said,


  


  “Chee!”


  


  “If there are two kinds of people here,” added Calhoun darkly, “they might be - antagonistic to each other.”


  


  He stared with knitted brows over the vast expanse toward the horizon. Murgatroyd had halted a little behind him. He stood up on his hind legs and stared intently off to one side. He shaded his eyes with a forepaw in a singularly humanlike fashion and looked inquisitively at something he saw. But Calhoun did not notice.


  


  “Make a guess, Murgatroyd,” said Calhoun. “There are at least a few people in the city who don’t want something known to the Med Service. So whatever’s the matter, it’s not fatal to them. There may be people wandering about like that poor devil we found. Something was fatal to him! Where’d we find more of his type? Since they haven’t tried to kill me, we might make friends.”


  


  Murgatroyd did not answer. He stared absorbedly at a patch of underbrush some fifty yards to the left.


  


  Calhoun shrugged and started down the hillside. Murgatroyd remained fixed in a pose of intensely curious attention to the patch of brush. Calhoun went on down the farther hillside. His back was toward the brush-thicket.


  


  There was a deep-toned, musical twanging sound from the thicket. Calhoun’s body jerked violently as an impact sounded. He stumbled and went down, with the shaft of a wooden projectile sticking out of his pack. He lay still.


  


  Murgatroyd whimpered. He rushed to where Calhoun lay upon the ground. He danced in agitation, chattering shrilly. He wrung his paws in humanlike distress. He whimpered and chattered together. He tugged at Calhoun. Calhoun made no response,


  


  A figure came out of the thicket. It was gaunt and thin, yet Its garments had once been of admirable quality. It carried a strange and utterly primitive weapon. It moved toward Calhoun without lightness, but with a dreary resolution.


  


  It bent over him and laid a hand to the wooden projectile it had fired into his back.


  


  Calhoun moved suddenly. He grappled. The gaunt figure toppled, and he swarmed upon it savagely as it struggled. But it was taken by surprise. Pantings sounded, and Murgatroyd danced in a fever of anxiety.


  


  Then Calhoun stood up quickly. He stared down at the emaciated figure which had tried to murder him from ambush. That figure panted horribly, now.


  


  “Really,” said Calhoun in a professional tone, “as a doctor I’d say that you should be in bed instead of wandering around trying to murder total strangers. When did this trouble begin? I’m going to take your temperature and your pulse. Murgatroyd and I have been hoping to find someone like you. The only other human being I’ve seen on this planet wasn’t able to talk.”


  


  He swung his shoulder pack around and impatiently jerked a sharp-pointed stick out of it. It was the missile, which had been stopped by the pack. He brought out his lab kit. With absolute absorption in the task, he prepared to make a swift check of his would-be murderer’s state of health.


  


  It was not good. There was already marked emaciation. The desperately panting young woman’s eyes were deep-sunk: hollow. She gasped and gasped. Still gasping, she lapsed into unconsciousness.


  


  “Here,” said Calhoun curtly, “you enter the picture, Murgatroyd. This is the sort of thing you’re designed to handle!”


  


  He set to work briskly. But presently he said over his shoulder:


  


  “Besides a delicate digestion and a hair-trigger antibody system, Murgatroyd, you ought to have the instincts of a watchdog. I don’t like coming that close to being speared by my patients. See if there’s anybody else around, won’t you?”


  


  “Chee!” said Murgatroyd shrilly. But he didn’t understand. He watched as Calhoun deftly drew a small sample of blood from the unconscious young woman and painstakingly put half the tiny quantity into an almost microscopic ampule in the lab kit. Then he moved toward Murgatroyd.


  


  The tormal wriggled as Calhoun made the injection. But it did not hurt. There was an insensitive spot on his flank where the pain-nerves had been blocked off before he was a week old.


  


  “As one medical man to another,” said Calhoun, “what’s a good treatment for anoxia when you haven’t got any oxygen? You don’t know? Neither do I. But we’ve found out why those chaps in the city tried to shake us to bits, out in space.”


  


  He swore in a sudden, bitter anger. Then he looked quickly at the girl, concerned lest she’d heard.


  


  She hadn’t. She was still unconscious.


  


  * * * *


  


  III


  


  That pattern of human conduct which is loosely called “self-respecting” has the curious property of restricting to the individual - through his withdrawal of acts to communicate misfortune - the unfavorable chance occurrences which probability insists must take place. On the other hand, the same pattern of human conduct tends to disseminate and to share chance favorable occurrences among the group. The members of a group of persons practicing “self-respect,” then, increase the mathematical probability of good fortune to all their number. This explains the instability of cultures in which principles leading to this type of behaviour become obsolete. A decadent society brings bad luck upon itself by the operation of the laws of probability . . .


  Probability and Human Conduct, FITZGERALD


  


  


  She came very slowly back to consciousness. It was almost as if she waked from utterly exhausted sleep. When she first opened her eyes, they wandered vaguely until they fell upon Calhoun. Then a bitter and contemptuous hatred filled them. Her hand fumbled weakly to the knife at her waist. It was not a good weapon. It had been table-cutlery and the handle was much too slender to permit a grip by which somebody could be killed. Calhoun bent over and took the knife away from her. It had been ground unskillfully to a point.


  


  “In my capacity as your doctor,” he told her, “I must forbid you to stab me. It wouldn’t be good for you.” Then he said, “Look! My name’s Calhoun. I came from Sector Med Headquarters to make a planetary health inspection, and some lads in the city apparently didn’t want a Med Ship aground. So they tried to kill me by buttering me all over the walls of my ship, with the landing-grid field. I made what was practically a crash landing, and now I need to know what’s up.”


  


  The burning hatred remained in her eyes, but there was a trace of doubt.


  


  “Here,” said Calhoun, “is my identification.”


  


  He showed her the highly official documents which gave him vast authority - where a planetary government was willing to concede it.


  


  “Of course,” he added, “papers can be stolen. But I have a witness that I’m what and who I say I am. You’ve heard of tormals? Murgatroyd will vouch for me.”


  


  He called his small and furry companion. Murgatroyd advanced and politely offered a small, prehensile paw. He said “Chee” in a shrill voice, and then solemnly took hold of the girl’s wrist in imitation of Calhoun’s previous action of feeling her pulse.


  


  Calhoun watched. The girl stared at Murgatroyd. But all the galaxy had heard of tormals. They’d been found on a planet in the Deneb region, and they were engaging pets and displayed an extraordinary immunity to the diseases men were apt to scatter in their interstellar journeyings. A forgotten Med Service researcher made an investigation on the ability of tormals to live in contact with men. He came up with a discovery which made them very much too valuable to have their lives wasted in mere sociability. There were still not enough of Murgatroyd’s kind to meet the need that men had of them, and laymen had to forego their distinctly charming society. So Murgatroyd was an identification.


  


  The girl said faintly:


  


  “If you’d only come earlier...But it’s too late now! I...thought you came from the city.”


  


  “I was headed there,” said Calhoun.


  


  “They’ll kill you—”


  


  “Yes,” agreed Calhoun, “they probably will. But right now you’re ill and I’m Med Service. I suspect there’s been an epidemic of some disease here, and that for some reason the people in the city don’t want the Med Service to know about it. You seem to have... whatever it is. Also you had a very curious weapon to shoot me with.”


  


  The girl said drearily:


  


  “One of our group had made a hobby of such things. Ancient weapons. He had bows and arrows and - what I shot you with was a crossbow. It doesn’t need power. Not even chemical explosives. So, when we ran away from the city, he ventured back in and armed us as well as he could.”


  


  Calhoun nodded. A little irrelevant talk is always useful at the beginning of a patient-interview. But what she said was not irrelevant. A group of people had fled the city. They’d needed arms, and one of their number had “ventured” back into the city for them. He’d known where to find only reconstructions of ancient lethal devices - a hobby collection. It sounded like people of the civil-service type. Of course there were no longer social classes separated by income. Not on most worlds, anyhow. But there were social groupings based on similar tastes, which had led to similar occupations and went on to natural congeniality. Calhoun placed her, now. He remembered a long-outmoded term, “upper middle class” which no longer meant anything in economics but did in medicine.


  


  “I’d like a case-history,” he said conversationally. “Name?”


  


  “Helen Jons,” she said wearily.


  


  He held the mike of his pocket recorder to pick up her answers. Occupation, statistician. She’d been a member of the office force which was needed during the building of the city. When the construction work was finished, most of the workmen returned to the mother-world Dettra, but the office staff stayed on to organize things when colonists should arrive.


  


  The plague appeared among the last shipload of workmen waiting to be returned to the mother world. There were about a thousand persons in the city altogether. The disease produced, at first, no obvious physical symptoms, but those afflicted with it tended to be listless and lackadaisical and without energy. The first-noticed symptom was a cessation of gripes and quarrelings among the workmen. Shortness of breath appeared two days later. It was progressive. Deaths began in two weeks. Men sank into unconsciousness and died. By the time the transport-ship arrived from Dettra with colonists to be landed... it was to take back the workmen ... the physicians on the planet were grim. They described the situation by space phone. The transport returned to Dettra without removing the workmen or landing the colonists. The people left in the city on Maris III were self-quarantined, but they expected help.


  


  It was two months before another ship arrived. By then fewer than two hundred of the original thousand remained. More than half those survivors were already listless and short-breathed. A good ten per cent were in the beginning of that marked lethargy which deepened into coma and ended fatally. A desperate, gaunt, plague-stricken few still manned the landing grid.


  


  The ship came down. Men disembarked. There was no crowd to greet them. The survivors still in the city had scattered themselves widely, hoping to escape the contagion by isolating themselves in new and uncontaminated dwelling-units. But there was no lack of communication facilities. Nearly all the survivors watched on vision screens in contact with the landing grid.


  


  The newcomers did not look like doctors, nor act like them. Visiphone contact with the landing grid was immediately broken. It could not be restored. So the isolated groups spoke agitatedly to each other by the other visiphone contacts, exchanging messages of desperate hope. Then, new-landed men appeared at an apartment whose occupant was in the act of such a conversation with a group in the distant building. He left the visiphone on as he went to admit and greet the men he hoped were researchers, at least, come to find the cause of the plague and end it.


  


  The viewer at the other visiphone gazed eagerly into his friend’s apartment. He saw a group of the newcomers admitted. He saw them deliberately murder his friend and the survivors of his family.


  


  Plague-stricken or merely terrified people - in pairs or trios widely separated through the city - communicated in swift desperation. It was possible that there had been a mistake - a blunder; an unauthorized crime had been committed. But it was not a mistake. Unthinkable as such an idea was, there developed evidence that the plague on Maris III was to be ended as if it were an epizootic among animals. Those who had it and those who had been exposed to it were to be killed to prevent its spread among the newcomers.


  


  A conviction of such horror could not be accepted without absolute proof. But when night fell, the public power-supply of the city was cut off - communications ended. The singular sunset hush of Maris III left utter stillness everywhere - and there were screams which echoed among the city’s innumerable empty-eyed, unoccupied buildings.


  


  The scant remainder of the plague-survivors fled in the night. They fled singly, carrying the plague with them. Some carried members of their families already stricken. Some helped already-doomed wives or friends or husbands to the open country. Flight would not save their lives. It would only prevent their murder. But somehow that seemed a thing to be attempted.


  


  “This,” said Calhoun, “is not a history of your own case. When did you develop the disease ... whatever it may be?”


  


  “Don’t you know what it is?” asked Helen hopelessly.


  


  “Not yet,” admitted Calhoun. “I’ve very little information. I’m trying to get more now.”


  


  What other information he had he’d gathered from a newly dead man in a field some miles away. He did not mention that at this moment.


  


  The girl went on, exhaustedly. The first symptom was listlessness, of which the victim was unconscious. One could pull out of it with an effort, but one wasn’t aware that anything was wrong. The listlessness progressed. One could realize it only by recognizing the more urgent, more violent effort needed to pay attention, and the discovery of weakness when one tried to eat. One did not feel discomfort - not even hunger or thirst. One had to summon increasing resolution even to become aware of the need to do anything at all.


  


  The symptoms were singularly like those of a man too long at too high an altitude without oxygen. They were even more like those of a man in a non-pressurized flier whose oxygen supply has been cut off. But such a man would pass out without realizing that he was slipping into unconsciousness. On Maris III the process was infinitely gradual. It was a matter of two weeks or more.


  


  “I’d been infected before we ran away,” she said drearily. “I didn’t know it then. Now I know I’ve a few more days of being able to think and act... if I try hard enough. But it’ll be less and less each day. Then I’ll stop being able to try.”


  


  Calhoun watched the tiny recorder roll its multiple-channel tape from one spool to the other as she talked.


  


  “You had energy enough to try to kill me,” he observed.


  


  He looked at the weapon. There was an arched steel spring placed crosswise at the end of a barrel like a sporting blast-rifle. Now he saw a handle and a ratchet by which the spring was brought to tension, storing up power to throw the missile. He asked:


  


  “Who wound up this crossbow?”


  


  Helen hesitated.


  


  “Kim ... Kim Walpole.”


  


  ‘You’re not a solitary refugee now? There are others of your group still alive?”


  


  She hesitated again, and then said:


  


  “Some of us came to realize that staying apart didn’t matter. We... couldn’t hope to live, anyhow. We... already had the plague. Kim is... one of us. He’s the strongest. He... wound up the crossbow for me. He... had the weapons to begin with.”


  


  Calhoun asked seemingly casual questions. She told him of a group of fugitives remaining together because all were already doomed. There had been eleven of them. Two were dead, now. Three others were in the last lethargy. It was impossible to feed them. They were dying. The strongest was Kim Walpole, who’d ventured back into the city to bring out weapons for the rest. He’d led them, and now was still the strongest and - so the girl considered - the wisest of them all.


  


  They were waiting to die. But the newcomers to the planet -the invaders, they believed - were not content to let them wait. Groups and single hunters came out of the city and searched for them.


  


  “Probably,” said the girl dispassionately, “to burn our bodies against contagion. They... kill us so they won’t have to wait. And it just ... seemed so horrible that we ... felt we ought to defend our right to die naturally by... dying fighting. That’s why I... shot at you. I shouldn’t have, but—”


  


  She stopped, helplessly. Calhoun nodded.


  


  The fugitives now aided each other simply to avoid murder. They gathered together exhaustedly at nightfall, and those who were strongest did what they could for the others. By day, those who could walk scattered to separate hiding places, so that if one were discovered, the others might still escape the indignity of being butchered. They had no stronger motive than that. They were merely trying to die with dignity, instead of being killed as sick beasts. Which bespoke a tradition and an attitude which Calhoun approved. People like these would know something of the science of probability in human conduct. Only they would call it ethics. But the strangers - the invaders - the occupiers of the city were of another type. They probably came from another world.


  


  “I don’t like this,” said Calhoun coldly. “Just a moment.”


  


  He went over to Murgatroyd. Murgatroyd seemed to droop a little. Calhoun checked his breathing and listened to his heart. Murgatroyd submitted, saying only “Chee” when Calhoun put him down.


  


  “I’m going to help you to your rendezvous,” said Calhoun abruptly. “Murgatroyd’s got the plague now. I... exposed him to it, and he’s reacting fast. And I want to see the others of your group before nightfall.”


  


  The girl just managed to get to her feet. Even speaking had tired her, but she gamely though wearily moved off at a slant to the hillside’s slope. Calhoun picked up the odd weapon and examined it thoughtfully. He wound it up as it was obviously meant to be. He picked up the missile it had fired, and put it in place. He went after the girl, carrying it. Murgatroyd brought up the rear.


  


  Within a quarter of a mile the girl stopped and clung swaying to the trunk of a slender tree. It was plain that she had to rest, and dreaded getting off her feet because of the desperate effort needed to arise.


  


  “I’m going to carry you,” said Calhoun firmly. “You tell me the way.”


  


  He picked her up bodily and marched on. She was light. She was not a large girl, but she should have weighed more. Calhoun still carried the quaint ancient-type weapon without difficulty.


  


  Murgatroyd followed as Calhoun went up a small inclination on the greater hillside and down a very narrow ravine. Through brushwood he pushed until he came to a small open space where shelters had been made for a dozen or so human beings. They were utterly primitive - merely roofs of leafy branches over frameworks of sticks. But of course they were not intended for permanent use. They were meant only to protect plague-stricken folk while they waited to die.


  


  But there was disaster here. Calhoun saw it before the girl could. There were beds of leaves underneath the shelters. There were three bodies lying upon them. They would be those refugees in the terminal coma which - since the girl had described it - accounted for the dead man Calhoun had found, dead of starvation with food-plants all around him. But now Calhoun saw something more. He swung the girl swiftly in his arms so that she would not see. He put her gently down and said:


  


  “Stay still. Don’t move. Don’t turn.”


  


  He went to make sure. A moment later he raged. Because it was Calhoun’s profession to combat death and illness in all its forms. He took his profession seriously. And there are defeats, of course, which a medical man has to accept, though unwillingly. But nobody in the profession, and least of all a Med Ship man, could fail to be roused to fury by the sight of people who should have been his patients, lying utterly still with their throats cut.


  


  He covered them with branches. He went back to Helen.


  


  “This place has been found by somebody from the city,” he told her harshly. “The men in coma have been murdered. I advise you not to look. At a guess, whoever did it is now trying to track down the rest of you.”


  


  He went grimly to the small open glade, searching the ground for footprints. There was ground-cover at most places, but at the edge of the clearing he found one set of heavy footprints going away. He put his own foot beside a print and rested his weight on it. His foot made a lesser depression. The other print had been made by a man weighing more than Calhoun. Therefore it was not one of the party of plague-victims.


  


  He found another set of such footprints, entering the glade from another spot.


  


  “One man only,” he said icily. “He won’t think he has to be on guard, because a city’s administrative personnel - such as were left behind for the plague to hit - doesn’t usually have weapons among their possessions. And he’s confident that all of them are weak enough not to be dangerous to him.”


  


  Helen did not turn pale. She was pale before. She stared numbly at Calhoun. He looked grimly at the sky.


  


  “It’ll be sunset within the hour,” he said savagely. “If it’s the intention of the newcomers... the invaders to burn the bodies of all plague victims, he’ll come back here to dispose of these three. He didn’t do it before lest the smoke warn the rest of you. But he knows the shelters held more than three people. He’ll be back!”


  


  Murgatroyd said “Chee!” in a bewildered fashion. He was on all fours, and he regarded his paws as if they did not belong to him. He panted.


  


  Calhoun checked him over. Respiration away up. Heart-action like that of the girl Helen, His temperature was not up, but down. Calhoun said remorsefully:


  


  “You and I, Murgatroyd, have a bad time of it in our profession. But mine is the worse. You don’t have to play dirty tricks on me, and I’ve had to, on you!”


  


  Murgatroyd said “Chee!” and whimpered. Calhoun laid him gently on a bed of leaves which was not occupied by a murdered man.


  


  “Lie still!” he commanded. “Exercise is bad for you!”


  


  He walked away. Murgatroyd whined faintly, but lay still as if exhausted.


  


  “I’m going to move you,” Calhoun told the girl, “so you won’t be sighted if that man from the city comes back. And I’ve got to keep out of sight for a while or your friends will mistake me for him. I count on you to vouch for me later. Basically, I’m making an ambush.” Then he explained irritably, “I daren’t try to trail him because he might not back-track to return here!”


  


  He lifted the girl and placed her where she could see the glade in its entirety, but would not be visible. He settled down himself a little distance away. He was acutely dissatisfied with the measures he was forced to take. He could not follow the murderer and leave Helen and Murgatroyd unprotected, even though the murderer might find another victim because he was not trailed. In any case Murgatroyd’s life, just now, was more important than the life of any human being on Maris III. On him depended everything.


  


  But Calhoun was not pleased with himself.


  


  There was silence except for the normal noises of living wild things. There were fluting sounds, which later Calhoun would be told, from crawling creatures not too much unlike the land-turtles of Earth. There were deep-bass hummings, which came from the throats of miniature creatures which might roughly be described as birds. There were chirpings which were the cries of what might be approximately described as wild pigs - except that they weren’t. But the sun on Maris sank low toward the nearest hilicrests, and behind them, and there came a strange, expectant hush over all the landscape. At sundown on Maris III there is a singular period when the creatures of the day are silent and those of the night are not yet active. Nothing moved. Nothing stirred. Even the improbable foliage was still.


  


  It was into this stillness and this half-light that small and intermittent rustling sounds entered. Presently there was a faint murmur of speech. A tall, gaunt young man came out of the brushwood, supporting a pathetically feeble old man, barely able to walk. Calhoun made a gesture of warning as the girl Helen opened her lips to speak. The slowly moving pair - the young man moving exhaustedly, the older man staggering with weakness despite his help - came into the glade. The younger helped the older to sit down. He stood panting.


  


  A woman and a man came together, assisting each other. There was barely light enough from the sun’s afterglow to show their faces, emaciated and white.


  


  A fifth feeble figure came tottering out of another opening in the brush. He was dark-bearded and broad, and he had been a powerful man. But now the plague lay heavily upon him.


  


  They greeted each other listlessly. They had not yet discovered those of their number who had been murdered.


  


  The gaunt young man summoned his strength and moved toward the shelter where Calhoun had covered an unseemly sight with branches.


  


  Murgatroyd whimpered.


  


  There came another rustling sound. But this had nothing of feebleness in it. Someone pushed branches forthrightly out of his way. He came striding confidently into the small open space. He was well-fleshed, and his color was excellent. Calhoun automatically judged him to be in superlative good health, slightly over-fleshed, and of that physical type which suffers very few psychosomatic troubles because it lives strictly and enjoyably in the present.


  


  Calhoun stood up. He stepped out into the fading light just as the sturdy last-comer grinned at the group of plague-stricken semi-skeletons.


  


  “Back, eh?” he said amiably. “Saved me a lot of trouble. I’ll make one job of it.”


  


  With leisurely confidence he reached to the blaster at his hip.


  


  “Drop it!” snapped Calhoun, from quartering behind him. “Drop it!”


  


  The sturdy man whirled. He saw Calhoun with a crossbow raised to cover him. There was light enough to show that it was not a blast-rifle - in fact, that it was no weapon of any kind modern men would ordinarily know. But much more significant to the sturdy man was the fact that Calhoun wore a uniform and was in good health.


  


  He snatched out his blast-pistol with professional alertness.


  


  And Calhoun shot him with the crossbow. It happened that he shot him dead.


  


  * * * *


  


  IV


  


  Statistically, it must be recognized that no human action is without consequences to the man who acts. Again statistically, it must be recognized that the consequences of an action tend with strong probability to follow the general pattern of the action. A violent action, for example, has a strong probability of violent consequences, and since some at least of the consequences of an act must affect the person acting, a man who acts violently exposes himself to the probability that chance consequences which affect him, if unfavorable, will be violently so.


  Probability and Human Conduct, FITZGERALD


  


  


  Murgatroyd had been inoculated with a blood-sample from the girl Helen some three hours or less before sunset. But it was one of the more valuable genetic qualities of the tormal race that they reacted to bacterial infection as a human being reacts to medication. Medicine on the skin of a human being rarely has any systemic effect. Medication on mucus membrane penetrates better. Ingested medication - medicine that is swallowed - has greater effectiveness still. But substances injected into tissues or the blood stream have most effect of all. A centigram of almost any drug administered by injection will have an effect close to that of a gram taken orally. It acts at once and there is no modification by gastric juices.


  


  Murgatroyd had had half a cubic centimeter of the girl’s blood injected into the spot on his flank where he could feel no pain. It contained the unknown cause of the plague on Maris III. Its effect as injected was incomparably greater than the same infective material smeared on his skin or swallowed. In either such case, of course, it would have had no effect at all, because tormals were to all intents and purposes immune to ordinary contagions. Just as they had a built-in unit in their digestive tract to cause the instant rejection of unwholesome food, their body-cells had a built-in ability to reproduce antibodies immediately the toxin of a pathogenic organism came into contact with them. So tormals were effectively safe against any disease transmitted by ordinary methods of infection. Yet if a culture of pathogenic bacteria - say - were injected into their blood stream, their whole body set to work to turn out antibodies because all their body was attacked. And all at once. There was practically no incubation period.


  


  Murgatroyd, who had been given the plague in mid-afternoon, was reacting violently to its toxins by sunset. But two hours after darkness fell he arose and said shrilly, “Chee-chee-chee!” He’d been sunk in heavy slumber. When he woke, there was a small fire in the glade, about which the exhausted, emaciated fugitives consulted with Calhoun. Calhoun was saying bitterly:


  


  “Those characters in the city are immune! They have to be! And they know they’re immune, or they wouldn’t risk contagion by murdering you or handling the bodies of plague-victims to burn them! So they have to know all about the plague - and they knew it before they arrived! They came because they knew! That’s why I shot that man with the crossbow, instead of taking a blaster to him. I meant to wound him so I could make him answer questions, but it’s not an accurate weapon and I killed him instead. I got very little from the stuff in his pockets. The only significant thing was a ground-car key, and even that means only there’s a car waiting somewhere for him.”


  


  The gaunt young man said drearily:


  


  “He didn’t come from Dettra, our home planet. Fashions are different on different worlds. His footwear was like a style we had on Dettra four years back, and his body-clothing has fasteners we don’t use.”


  


  Murgatroyd saw Calhoun and rushed to him, embracing his legs with enthusiasm and chattering shrilly of his relief at finding the man he knew. The skeleton-like plague-victims stared at him.


  


  “This,” said Calhoun with infinite relief, “is Murgatroyd. He’s had the plague and is over it. So now we’ll get you people cured. I wish I had better light!”


  


  He counted Murgatroyd’s breathing and listened to his heart. Murgatroyd was in that state of boisterous good health which is normal in any lower animal, but amounts to genius in a tormal. Calhoun regarded him with satisfaction.


  


  “All right!” he said. “Come along!”


  


  He plucked a brand of burning resinous stuff from the camp-fire. He handed it to the gaunt young man and led the way. Murgatroyd ambled complacently after him. Calhoun stopped under one of the unoccupied shelters and got out his lab kit. He bent over Murgatroyd. What he did, did not hurt. When he stood up, he squinted at the red fluid in the instrument he’d used.


  


  “About fifteen CCs,” he observed. “This is strictly emergency stuff I’m doing now. But I’d say that there’s an emergency.”


  


  The gaunt young man said:


  


  “I’d say you’ve doomed yourself. The incubation period seems to be about six days. It took that long to develop among the doctors we had in the office staff.”


  


  Calhoun opened a compartment of the kit, whose minuscule test tubes and pipettes gleamed in the torchlight. He absorbedly transferred the reddish fluid to a miniature filter-barrel, piercing a self-healing plastic cover to do so. He said:


  


  “You’re pre-med? The way you talk—”


  


  “I was an intern,” said Kim. “Now I’m pre-corpse.”


  


  “I doubt that last,” said Calhoun. “But I wish I had some distilled water— This is anticoagulant.” He added the trace of a drop to the sealed, ruddy fluid. He shook the whole filter to agitate it. The instrument was hardly larger than his thumb. “Now a dumper—” He added a minute quantity of a second substance from an almost microscopic ampule. He shook the filter again. “You can guess what I’m doing. With a decent lab I’d get the structure and formula of the antibody Murgatroyd has so obligingly turned out for us. We’d set to work to synthesize it. In twenty hours, lab time, we ought to have it coming out of the reaction-flasks in quantity. But there is no lab.”


  


  “There’s one in the city,” said the gaunt young man hopelessly. “It was for the colonists who were to come. And we were staffed to give them proper medical care. When the plague came, our doctors did everything imaginable. They not only tried the usual culture tricks, but they cultured samples of every separate tissue in the fatal cases. They never found a single organism - even in the electron microscopes - that would produce the plague.” He said with a sort of weary pride, “Those who’d been exposed worked until they had it, then others took over. Every man worked as long as he could make his brain work, though.”


  


  Calhoun squinted through the glass tube of the filter at the spluttering torch.


  


  “Almost clumped,” he observed. Then he said, “Did you ever hear of a man named Pasteur? One of his first discoveries was that one could get an effectively pure culture of a pathogenic organism by giving the disease to an experimental animal. Better ways were found later, but one still expects a pure culture in a patient who has a disease really badly. What did the lab turn up?”


  


  Kim shook his head.


  


  “Nothing. The bacteriological survey of the planet had been thorough. Oral and intestinal flora were normal. Naturally, the local bacteria couldn’t compete with the strains we humans have learned to five with. They couldn’t symbiotize. So there wasn’t anything unknown. There wasn’t any cause of the plague.”


  


  Calhoun began to work the filter plunger, by the wavering light of the torch. The piston was itself the filter, and on one side a clear, mobile liquid began very slowly to appear.


  


  “Mutated standard bug? Still, if your doctors did cultures and couldn’t reproduce the disease—”


  


  “They could pass it,” said Kim bitterly, “but they could never find what carried it! No pure culture would!”


  


  Calhoun watched the clear fluid develop on the delivery side of the filtering piston. The job got done. There was better than twelve cubic centimeters of clear serum on the delivery side, and an almost solid block of clumped blood cells on the other. He drew off the transparent fluid with a fine precision.


  


  “We’re doing biochemistry under far from asceptic conditions,” he said wryly, “but the work has to be done and we have to take the risk. Anyhow, I’m getting a feeling that this isn’t any ordinary plague. A normal pathogenic organism should have been turned up by your doctors.”


  


  “It wasn’t,” said Kim.


  


  “So,” said Calhoun, “maybe it isn’t an isolatable organism. Maybe the disease-producing mechanism simply isn’t there when you make pure cultures of the separate strains of virus and microbe. Murgatroyd was a pretty sick animal. I’ve only known of one previous case in which a tormal reacted as violently as Murgatroyd did. That one had us sweating.”


  


  “If I were going to live,” said Kim grimly, “I might ask what it was.”


  


  “Since you’re going to,” Calhoun told him, “I’ll tell you though you don’t. It was a pair of organisms. Their toxins acted synergically together. Separately they were innocuous. Together they were practically explosive. That one was the devil to track down!”


  


  He went back across the glade. Murgatroyd came skipping after him, scratching at the anaesthetic patch on his hide, which he sometimes seemed to notice not because it felt oddly, but because it did not feel at all.


  


  “You,” said Calhoun briefly to Helen Jons, “you go first. This is an antibody serum. You may itch afterward, but I doubt it. Your arm, please.”


  


  She bared her rather pitifully thin arm. He gave her practically a CC. of fluid which - plus blood-corpuscles and some forty-odd other essential substances - had been circulating in Murgatroyd’s blood stream not long since. The blood-corpuscles had been clumped and removed by one compound plus the filter, and the anticoagulant had neatly modified most of the others. In a matter of minutes, the lab kit had prepared as usable a serum as any animal-using technique would produce. Logically, the antibodies it contained should be isolated and their chemical structure determined. They should be synthesized, and the synthetic antibody-complex administered to plague-victims. But Calhoun faced a small group of people doomed to die. He could only use his field kit to produce a small-scale miracle for them. He could not do a mass production job.


  


  “Next!” said Calhoun. “Tell them what it’s all about, Kim!”


  


  The gaunt young man bared his own arm.


  


  “If what he says is so, this will cure us. If it isn’t so, nothing can do us any harm!”


  


  And Calhoun briskly gave them, one after another, the shots of what ought to be a curative serum for an unidentified disease which he suspected was not caused by any single germ, but by a partnership. Synergy is an acting-together. Charcoal will burn quickly. Liquid air will not burn at all. But the two together constitute a violent explosive. This is analogous to synergy. The ancient simple drug sulfa is not intoxicating. A glass of wine is not intoxicating. But the two together have the kick of dynamite. Synergy, in medicine, is a process in which when one substance with one effect is given in combination with another substance with another effect, the two together have the consequences of a third substance intensified to fourth or fifth or tenth power.


  


  “I think,” said Calhoun when he’d finished, “that by morning you’ll feel better - perhaps cured of the plague and only weak from failure to force yourselves to take nourishment. If it turns out that way, I advise you all to get as far away from the city as possible for a considerable while. I think this planet is going to be repopulated. I suspect that shiploads of colonists are on the way here now - but not from Dettra, which built the city. And I definitely guess that, sick or well, you’re going to be in trouble if or when you contact the new colonists.”


  


  They looked tiredly at him. They were a singular lot of people. Each one seemed half-starved, yet their eyes had not the brightness of suffering. They looked weary beyond belief, and yet there was not self-neglect. They were of that singular human type which maintains human civilization against the inertia of the race - because it drives itself to get needed things done. It is not glamorous, this dogged part of mankind which keeps things going. It is sometimes absurd. For dying folk to wash themselves, when even such exertion calls for enormous resolution, is not exactly rational. To help each other try to die with dignity was much more a matter of self-respect than of intellectual decision. But as a Med Ship man, Calhoun viewed them with some warmth. They were the type that has to be called on when an emergency occurs and the wealth-gathering type tends to flee and the low-time-sense part of a population inclines to riot or loot or worse.


  


  Now they waited listlessly for their own deaths.


  


  “There’s no exact precedent for what’s happened here,” explained Calhoun. “A thousand years or so ago there was a king of France - a country back on old Earth - who tried to wipe out a disease called leprosy by executing all the people who had it. Lepers were a nuisance. They couldn’t work. They had to be fed by charity. They died in inconvenient places and only other lepers dared handle their bodies. They tended to throw normal human life out of kilter. That wasn’t the case here. The man I killed wanted you dead for another reason. He wanted you dead right away.”


  


  The gaunt Kim Walpole said tiredly:


  


  “He wanted to dispose of our bodies in a sanitary fashion.”


  


  “Nonsense!” snapped Calhoun. “The city’s infected. You lived, ate, breathed, walked in it. Nobody can dare use that city unless they know how the contagion’s transmitted, and how to counteract it. Your own colonists turned back. These men wouldn’t have landed if they hadn’t known they were safe!”


  


  There was silence.


  


  “If the plague is an intended crime,” added Calhoun, “you are the witnesses to it. You’ve got to be gotten rid of before colonists from somewhere other than Dettra arrive here.”


  


  The dark-bearded man growled:


  


  “Monstrous! Monstrous!”


  


  “Agreed,” said Calhoun. “But there’s no interstellar government, now, any more than there was a planetary government in the old days back on Earth. So if somebody pirates a colony ready to be occupied, there’s no authority able to throw them out. The only recourse would be war. And nobody is going to start an interplanetary war! Not with the bombs that can be landed! If the invaders can land a population here, they can keep it here. It’s piracy, with nobody able to do anything to the pirates.” He paused, and said with irony: “Of course they could be persuaded that they were wrong.”


  


  But that was not even worth thinking about. In the computation of probabilities in human conduct, self-interest is a high-value factor. Children and barbarians have clear ideas of justice due to them, but no idea at all of justice due from them. And though human colonies spread toward the galaxy’s rim, there was still a large part of every population which was civilized only in that it could use tools. Most people still remained comfortably barbaric or childish in their emotional lives. It was a fact that had to be considered in Calhoun’s profession. It bore remarkably on matters of health.


  


  “So you’ll have to hide. I think permanently,” Calhoun told them. “But in the morning, after I’ve checked on you people again, I think I’ll go into the city and see what I can do about it. Try to rest now. You should all feel much better in the morning.”


  


  Kim Walpole said abruptly:


  


  “You’ve been exposed to the plague. Have you protected yourself?”


  


  “Not yet,” acknowledged Calhoun. “Give me a quarter of a CC.”


  


  He handed the injector to the gaunt young man. He noted the precision with which Kim handled it. Then he helped get the survivors of the original group - there were six of them - to the leafy beds under the shelters. They were very quiet - even more quiet than their illness demanded. They were very polite. The old man and woman who had struggled back to the glade together made an especial attempt to bid Calhoun good night with the courtesy appropriate to city folk of tradition.


  


  Calhoun settled down to keep watch through the night. Murgatroyd snuggled confidingly close to him. There was silence.


  


  But not complete silence. The night of Maris III was filled with tiny noises, and some not so tiny. There were little squeaks which seemed to come from all directions, including overhead. There were chirpings which were definitely at ground-level. There was a sound like effortful grunting somewhere in the direction of the rampart of hills. In the lowlands there was a rumbling which moved very slowly from one place to another. By its rate of motion, Calhoun guessed that a pack or herd of small animals was making a night-journey and uttering deep-bass noises as it traveled.


  


  He debated certain grim possibilities. The man he’d killed had had a ground-car key in his pocket. He’d probably come out in a powered vehicle. He might have had a companion, and the method of hunting down fugitives - successful, in his case - was probably well established. The companion might come looking for him, so watchfulness was necessary.


  


  Meanwhile - the plague. The idea of synergy was still most plausible. Suppose the toxins - the poisonous metabolic products - or two separate kinds of bacteria combined to lessen the ability of the blood to carry oxygen and scavenge away carbon dioxide? It would be extremely difficult to identify the pair, and the symptoms would be accounted for. No pure culture of any organism to be found would give the plague. Each, by itself, would be harmless. Only a combination of two would be injurious. And if so much was assumed - why - if the blood lost its capacity to carry oxygen, mental listlessness would be the first symptom of all. The brain requires a high oxygen-level in its blood-supply if it is to work properly. Let a man’s brain be gradually, slowly, starved of oxygen and all the noted effects would follow. His other organs would slow down, but at a lesser rate. He would not remember to eat. His blood would still digest food and burn away its own fat - though more and more sluggishly - while his brain worked only foggily. He would become only semiconscious, and then there would come a time of coma when unconsciousness claimed him and his body lived on only as an idling machine - until it ran out of fuel and died.


  


  Calhoun tried urgently to figure out a synergic combination which might make a man’s blood cease to do its work. Perhaps only minute quantities of the dual poison might be needed - like an antivitamin or an antienzyme, or—


  


  The invaders of the city were immune. Quite possibly the same antibodies Murgatroyd had produced were responsible for their safety. Somewhere, somebody had very horribly used the science of medicine to commit a monstrous crime. But the science of medicine—


  


  A savage idea came to Calhoun. Its practicality might depend on the number of men in the city. But his eyes burned.


  


  He heard a movement across the glade. He reached for his blaster. Then he saw where the motion was. It was Kim Walpole, intolerably weary, trudging with infinite effort to where Helen Jons lay. Calhoun heard him ask heavily:


  


  “You’re all right?”


  


  ‘Yes, Kim,” said the girl softly. “I couldn’t sleep. I’m... wondering if we can hope.”


  


  Kim did not answer.


  


  “If we live—” said the girl yearningly, and stopped.


  


  Calhoun felt that he ought to put his fingers in his ears. The conversation was strictly private. But he needed to be on guard. So he coughed, to give notice that he heard. Kim called to him across the starlit glade.


  


  “Calhoun.”


  


  “Yes,” said Calhoun. “If you two talk, I suggest that you do it in whispers. I want to listen, in case the man I killed had friends who’ll come looking for him. Did you get his blaster, by the way?”


  


  “Yes,” said Kim from the darkness across the way.


  


  “Good!” said Calhoun. “Keep it. And against all medical ethics, I advise you to use it freely if you can find suitable targets. But now, just talk quietly if you can.”


  


  He settled back. Murgatroyd stirred and cuddled closer against him without wakening. There was the faintest possible murmuring of voices where Kim Walpole and the girl Helen talked wistfully of the possibility of hope.


  


  Calhoun felt very lonely, despite the violent activities he foresaw for the morrow. He almost envied Kim Walpole. But he could not have traded places with him. It wouldn’t have been a fair trade. Calhoun was quite confident that - via Murgatroyd -the folk in the glade had a very fair chance of living for some time yet.


  


  His own chances, considering what he had to do, were more nearly zero. Just about zero, when considered dispassionately.


  


  * * * *


  


  V


  


  Very much of physical science is merely the comprehension of long-observed facts. In human conduct, there is a long tradition of observation, but a very brief record of comprehension. For example, human life in contact with other human lives follows the rules of other ecological systems. All too often, however, a man may imagine that an ecological system is composed only of things, whereas such a system operates through the actions of things. It is not possible for any part of an ecological complex to act upon the other parts without being acted upon, in its turn. So that it is singularly stupid - and singularly common - for an individual to consider human society as passive and unreactive, so that he may do what he pleases without a reaction as energetic as his action, and as well-directed. Moreover, probability—


  Probability and Human Conduct, FITZGERALD


  


  


  An hour after sunrise Calhoun’s shoulder pack was empty of food. The refugees arose, and they were weak and ravenous. Their respiration had slowed to normal. Their pulses no longer pounded. Their eyes were no longer dull, but very bright. But they were in advanced states of malnutrition, and only now were aware of it. Their brains were again receiving adequate oxygen and their metabolism was at normal level - and they knew that they were starving.


  


  Calhoun served as cook. He trudged to the spring that Helen described and brought back water. While they sucked on sweet tablets from his rations and watched with hungry eyes, he made soup from the dehydrated rations he’d carried for Murgatroyd and himself. He gave it to them as the first thing their stomachs were likely to digest.


  


  He watched as they fed themselves. The elderly man and woman consumed it delicately, looking at each other. The man with the broad dark beard ate with enormous self-restraint. Helen fed the weakest oldest man, between spoonfuls for herself, and Kim Walpole ate slowly, brooding.


  


  Calhoun drew him aside.


  


  “During the night,” he said, “I got another lot of serum ready. I’m leaving it with you, with an injector. You’ll find other refugees. I gave you massive doses. You’d better be stingy. Try half-CC shots.”


  


  “What about you?” demanded Kim.


  


  Calhoun shrugged.


  


  “You’d be surprised how much authority I have - when I can make it stick,” he said dryly. “As a Med Ship man I’ve authority to take complete charge of any health emergency. You people have a hitherto unknown plague here. That’s one emergency. The present inhabitants of the city haven’t got it. That’s another. So since I have authority and reason to exercise it if I can, I’m going to the city to take a little action.”


  


  “You’ll be killed,” said Kim.


  


  “Possibly,” admitted Calhoun. “But the number of chance happenings that could favor me is very much greater than the number of breaks that could favor the invaders. And there’s the matter of colonists. Prospective colonists. You’re being hunted so hard that they must be about due. They’ve probably been immunized against this plague, but technically I shouldn’t let them land on a plague-stricken planet.”


  


  Kim Walpole stared.


  


  ‘You mean you’ll try to stop them?”


  


  “I shall try,” said Calhoun, “to implement the authority vested in me by the Med Service for such cases as this. The rules about quarantine are rather strict.”


  


  “You’ll be killed,” said Kim, again.


  


  Calhoun ignored the repeated prediction.


  


  “That hunter found you,” he observed, “because he knew that you’d have to drink. So he found a brook and followed it up, looking for signs of humans drinking from it. He found footprints about the spring. I found his footprints there, too. That’s the trick you’ll use to find other fugitives. But pass on the word not to leave tracks hereafter. For other advice, I advise you to get all the weapons you can. Modern ones, of course. You’ve got the blaster from the man I killed.”


  


  “I think,” said Kim between his teeth, “that I’ll get some more. If hunters from the city do track us to our drinking places, I’ll know how to get more weapons!”


  


  “Yes,” agreed Calhoun, and added, “Murgatroyd made the antibodies that cured you. As a general rule, you can expect antibody production in your own bodies once an infection begins to be licked. In case of extreme emergency, each of you can probably supply antibodies for a fair number of other plague-victims. You might try serum from blisters you produce on your skin. Quite often antibodies turn up there. I don’t guarantee it, but sometimes it works.”


  


  He paused. Kim Walpole said harshly:


  


  “But you! Isn’t there anything we can do for you?”


  


  “I was going to ask you something,” said Calhoun. He produced the telephoto films of the city as photographed from space. “There’s a laboratory in the city - a biochemistry lab. Show me where to look for it.”


  


  Walpole gave explicit directions, pointing out the spot on the photo. Calhoun nodded. Then Kim said fiercely:


  


  “But tell us something we can do! We’ll be strong, presently! We’ll have weapons! We’ll track downstream to where hunters leave their ground-cars and be equipped with them! We can help you!”


  


  Calhoun nodded approvingly.


  


  “Right. If you see the smoke of a good-sized fire in the city, and if you’ve got a fair number of fairly strong men with you, and if you’ve got ground-cars, you might investigate. But be cagey about it! Very cagey!”


  


  “If you signal we’ll come,” said Kim Walpole grimly, “no matter how few we are!”


  


  “Fine!” said Calhoun. He had no intention of calling on these weakened, starveling people for help.


  


  He swung his depleted pack on his back again and slipped away from the glade. He made his way to the spring, which flowed clear and cool from unseen depths. He headed down the little brook which flowed away from it. Murgatroyd raced along its banks. He hated to get his paws wet. Presently, where the underbrush grew thickly close to the water’s edge, Murgatroyd wailed. “Chee! Chee!” And Calhoun plucked him from the ground and set him on his shoulder. Murgatroyd clung blissfully there as Calhoun followed down the stream bed. He adored being carried.


  


  Two miles down, there was another cultivated field. This one was set out to a gigantized root-crop, and Calhoun walked past shoulder-high bushes with four-inch blue-and-white flowers. He recognized the plants as of the family solanaceae - belladona was still used in medicine - but he couldn’t identify it until he dug up a root and found a potato. But the six-pound specimen he uncovered was still too young and green to be eaten. Murgatroyd refused to touch it.


  


  Calhoun was ruefully considering the limitations of specialized training when he came to the end of the cultivated field. There was a highway. It was new, of course. City, fields, highways and all the appurtenances of civilized life had been built on this planet before the arrival of the colonists who were to inhabit it. It was extraordinary to see such preparations for a population not yet on hand. But Calhoun was much more interested in the ground-car he found waiting on the highway, hard by a tiny bridge under which the brook he followed flowed.


  


  The key he’d taken from the hunter fitted. He got in and put Murgatroyd on the seat beside him.


  


  “These invaders, Murgatroyd,” he observed, “must be in a bad way. A newly-built city which was never occupied will be like an empty house. There’s no amusement or loot to be found in prowling it. They were sent to take over the planet, and they’ve done it. But they’ve nothing to do now, except hunt refugees -until their colonists arrive. I suspect they’re bored. We’ll try to fix that!”


  


  He set the ground-car in motion. Toward the city.


  


  It was a full twenty miles, but he did not encounter a single other vehicle. Presently the city lay spread out before him. He stopped and surveyed the vast pile. It was a very beautiful city. Fifty generations of architects on many worlds had played with stone and steel, groping for the perfect combination of materials with design. This city was a product of their tradition. There were towers which glittered whitely, and low buildings which seemed to nestle on the vegetation-covered ground. There were soaring bridges, and gracefully curving highways, and park areas laid out and ready. There was no monotony anywhere.


  


  The only exception to gracefulness was the sturdy landing grid itself, half a mile high and a mile across which was a lace-work of massive steel girders with spider-thin lines of copper woven about in the complex curves the creation of its force-field required. Inside it, Calhoun could see the ship of the invaders. It had been brought down inside the circular structure and was dwarfed by it. It gleamed there.


  


  “And we,” said Calhoun, “are going to look for a prosaic, probably messy laboratory which people who make a sport of hunting fellow-humans won’t find amusing. Characters like these, Murgatroyd, aren’t interested in medical science. They consider themselves conquerors. People have strange ideas!”


  


  “Chee!” said Murgatroyd.


  


  Calhoun spread out his photographs. Kim Walpole had marked where he should go and a route to it. Having been in the city while it was building, he knew even the service-lanes which, being sunken, were not a part of the city’s good looks.


  


  “But our enemies,” explained Calhoun, “will not deign to use such grubby routes. They consider themselves aristocrats because they were sent as conquerors, whose job it was to clean up the dead bodies of their victims. I wonder what kind of swine are in power in the planetary government which sent them?”


  


  He put away the photos and headed for the city again. He branched off from the rural highway where a turn-off descended into a cut. This low-level road was intended for loads of agricultural produce entering the city. It was strictly utilitarian. It ran below the surface of the park areas and entered the city without pride. It wound between rows of service-gates, behind which waste matter was some day to be assembled to be carted away for fertilizer on the fields. The city was very well designed.


  


  Rolling along the echoing sunken road, Calhoun saw, just once, a ground-car in motion on a far-flung, cobwebby bridge between two tall towers. It was high overhead. Nobody in it would be watching grubby commerce-roads.


  


  The whole affair was very simple indeed. Calhoun brought the car to a stop beneath the overhang of a balconied building many stories high. He got out and opened the gate. He drove the car into the cavernous, so-far-unused lower part of the building. He closed the gate behind him. He was in the center of the city, and his presence was unknown.


  


  He climbed a new-clean flight of steps and came to the sections the public would use. There were glassy walls which changed their look as one moved between them. There were the lifts. Calhoun did not try to use them. He led Murgatroyd up the circular ramps which led upward in case of unthinkable emergency. He and Murgatroyd plodded up and up. Calhoun kept count.


  


  On the fifth level there were signs of use, while all the others had that dusty cleanness of a structure which has been completed but not yet occupied.


  


  “Here we are,” said Calhoun cheerfully.


  


  But he had his blaster in his hand when he opened the door of the laboratory. It was empty. He looked approvingly about as he hunted for the storeroom. It was a perfectly equipped biological laboratory, and it had been in use. Here the few doomed physicians awaiting the city’s population had worked desperately against the plague. Calhoun saw the trays of cultures they’d made - dried up and dead, now. Somebody had turned over a chair. Probably when the laboratory was searched by the invaders, lest someone not of their kind remained alive in it.


  


  He found the storeroom. Murgatroyd watched with bright eyes as he rummaged.


  


  “Here we have the things men use to cure each other,” said Calhoun oracularly. “Practically every one a poison save for its special use! Here’s an assortment of spores - pathogenic organisms, Murgatroyd. One could start a plague with them. And here are drugs which are synthesized nowadays, but are descended from the compounds found on the spears of savages. Great helps in medicine. And here are the anaesthetics - poisons, too. These are what I am counting on!”


  


  He chose, very painstakingly. Dextrethyl. Polysulfate. The one marked inflammable and dangerous. The other with the maximum permissible dose on its label, and the name of counteracting substances which would neutralize it. He burdened himself. Murgatroyd reached up a paw. Since Calhoun was carrying something, he wanted to carry something, too.


  


  They went down the circular ramp again. Calhoun searched once more in the below-surface levels of the building. He found what he wanted - a painter’s vortex gun which would throw “smoke-rings” of tiny paint-droplets at a wall or object to be painted. One could vary the size of the ring at impact from a bare inch to a three-foot spread.


  


  Calhoun cleaned the paint gun. He was meticulous about it. He filled its tank with Dextrethyl brought down from the laboratory. He piled the empty containers out of sight.


  


  “This trick,” he observed, as he picked up the paint gun again, “was devised to be used on a poor devil of a lunatic who carried a bomb in his pocket for protection against imaginary assassins. It would have devastated a quarter-mile circle, so he had to be handled gently.”


  


  He patted his pockets. He nodded.


  


  “Now we go hunting - with an oversized atomizer loaded with dextrethyl. I’ve polysulfate and an injector to secure each specimen I knock over. Not too good, eh? But if I have to use a blaster I’ll have failed.”


  


  He looked out a window at the sky. It was now late afternoon. He went back to the gate to the service road. He went out and piously closed it behind him. On foot, with many references to the photomaps, he began to find his way toward the landing grid. It ought to be something like the center of the invaders’ location.


  


  It was dark when he climbed other service stairs from the cellar of another building. This was the communications center of the city. It had been the key to the mopping-up process the invaders began on landing. Its call board would show which apartments had communicators in use. When such a call showed, a murder-party could be sent to take care of the caller. Even after the first night, some individual isolated folk might remain - perhaps unaware of what went on. So there would be somebody on watch, just in case a dying man called for the solace of a human voice while still he lived.


  


  There was a man on watch. Calhoun saw a lighted room. Paint gun at the ready, he moved very silently toward it. Murgatroyd padded faithfully behind him.


  


  Outside the door, Calhoun adjusted his curious weapon. He entered. There was a man nodding in a chair before the lifeless board. When Calhoun entered he raised his head and yawned. He turned.


  


  Calhoun sprayed him with smoke rings - vortex rings. But the rings were spinning fissiles of vaporized dextrethyl - that anaesthetic developed from ethyl chloride some two hundred years before, and not yet bettered for its special uses. One of its properties was that the faintest whiff of its odor produced a reflex impulse to gasp. A second property was that - like the ancient ethyl chloride - it was the quickest-acting anaesthetic known.


  


  The man by the call board saw Calhoun. His nostrils caught the odor of dextrethyl. He gasped.


  


  He fell unconscious.


  


  Calhoun waited patiently until the dextrethyl was out of the way. It was almost unique among vapors in that at room temperature it was lighter than air. It rose toward the ceiling. Calhoun moved forward, brought out the polysulfate injector, and bent over the unconscious man. He did not touch him otherwise.


  


  He turned and walked out of the room with Murgatroyd piously marching behind him.


  


  Outside, Calhoun said:


  


  “As one medical man to another, maybe I shouldn’t have done that! I doubt these invaders have a competent physician among them. But even he would be apt to think that that man had collapsed suddenly and directly into the coma of the plague. That polysulfate’s an assisting anaesthetic. It’s not used alone, because when you knock a man out with it he stays out for days. It’s used just below the quantity that would affect a man, and then the least whiff of another anaesthetic puts him under, and he can be brought out fast and he’s better off all around. But I’ve got this man knocked out! He’ll stay unconscious for a week.”


  


  Murgatroyd piped, “Chee!”


  


  “He won’t die,” said Calhoun grimly, “but he won’t come out fighting - unless somebody wakes him earlier. And of course, he is a murderer!’’


  


  “Chee!” agreed Murgatroyd.


  


  He reached up a furry paw and took hold of Calhoun’s hand. They walked out into the street together.


  


  It is notorious that the streets of a city at night are ghostly and strange. That is true of a city whose inhabitants are only asleep. There is more and worse of eeriness in a deserted city, whose inhabitants are dead. But a city which has never lived, which lies lifeless under the stars because its people never came to live in it - that has the most ghastly feel of all.


  


  Calhoun and Murgatroyd walked hand in paw through such a place. That the invaders felt the same eeriness was presently proved. Calhoun found a place where a light shone and voices came out into the tiny, remote night sounds of Maris III. Men were drinking in an unnecessarily small room, as if crowding together to make up for the loneliness outside. In the still night they made a pigmy tumult with their voices. They banged drunkenly on a table and on the floor.


  


  Calhoun stood in the doorway and held the paint-gun trigger down. He traversed the room twice. Whirling rings of invisible vapor filled the place. Men gasped.


  


  Calhoun waited a long time, because he had put a great deal of dextrethyl into a small space. But presently he went in and bent over each man in turn, while Murgatroyd watched with bright, inquisitive eyes. He arranged one figure so that it seemed to have been stricken while bending over another, fallen companion. The others he carried out, one at a time, and placed at different distances as if they had fallen while fleeing from a plague. One he carried quite a long distance, and left him with dusty knees and hands as if he had tried to crawl when strength failed him.


  


  “They’d have been immunized at pretty well the same time, before they were shipped on this job,” Calhoun told Murgatroyd. “It’ll seem very plaguelike for them to fall into comas nearly together. If I found men like this, and didn’t know what to do, I’d suspect that it was a delayed-action effect of some common experience - like an immunization shot. We’d better try the ship, Murgatroyd.”


  


  On the way he passed close to the control-building of the landing grid. There was a light inside it, too. There were four men to watch. Two remained inside, very, very still, when Calhoun went on. The others seemed to have fled and collapsed in the act. They breathed, to be sure. Their hearts beat solidly. But it would not be possible to rouse them to consciousness.


  


  Calhoun didn’t get into the ship, though. A chance happening intervened, which seemed an unfavorable one. Its port was locked and his cautious attempt to open it brought a challenge and a blaze of lights.


  


  He fled for the side of the landing grid with blaster-bolts searing the ground all about him. Murgatroyd leaped and pranced with him as he ran.


  


  * * * *


  


  VI


  


  The probable complete success of a human enterprise which affects non-co-operating other human beings may be said to vary inversely as the fourth power of the number of favorable happenings necessary for complete success. This formula is admittedly empirical, but its accordance with observation is remarkably close. In practice, the probability of absolute, total success in any undertaking is negligible. For this reason, mathematics and sanity alike counsel the avoidance of complex plannings, and most especially the plans which must succeed totally to succeed at all.


  Probability and Human Conduct, FITZGERALD


  


  


  When morning came, Calhoun very wryly considered the situation. He couldn’t know the actual state of things, to be sure. He’d been shot at. But even so - though that fact did not allow his hopes to be realized in every detail - the probability of a considerable success remained. It was not likely that the invaders would ascribe the finding of unconscious, stertorously breathing members of their number to Calhoun. Making men unconscious was not the kind of warfare a plague-refugee would use. Still more certainly, it was not what the invaders themselves would practice. To devise and spread a plague, of course, was not beyond them. That had been done. But they would not disable an enemy and leave him alive. They would murder him or nothing. So when men of their group were found in something singularly close to the terminal coma of the plague, they’d think them victims. They’d guess that their supposed immunity was only to the early symptoms, not to the final ones and death.


  


  It should not be an encouraging opinion.


  


  But this morning Calhoun found himself hungry. He looked remorsefully at Murgatroyd.


  


  “I gave our rations to those refugees,” he said regretfully. “I took no thought for the morrow - which has turned out to be today. I’m sorry, Murgatroyd!”


  


  Murgatroyd said nothing.


  


  “Maybe,” suggested Calhoun, “we can find some of these invaders at a meal.”


  


  It was reckless, but recklessness was necessary in the sort of thing Calhoun had started. He and Murgatroyd ventured out into the streets. The emptiness of the city was appalling. If it had been dilapidated, if it had been partly ruined - the emptiness might have seemed somehow romantic. But every building was perfect. Each was complete but desolately unused.


  


  Calhoun spotted a ground-car at a distance, stopped before a long, low, ground-hugging structure near the landing grid. It was perfectly suited to be the headquarters of the strangers in the city. Calhoun considered it for a long time, peering at it from a doorway.


  


  “We shouldn’t try it,” he said at last. “But we probably will. If we can make these characters so panic-striken that they run out of the city like the earlier refugees - it would be a highly favorable happening. They might do it if their bosses were knocked out by what they thought was the plague. And besides, we should get a meal out of it. There’ll be food in there.”


  


  He backtracked a long way. He darted across a road with Murgatroyd scampering beside him. He stalked the building, approaching it behind bushes, carrying the paint gun. He reached its wall. He began to crawl around the outside to reach the doorway. He heard voices as he passed the first windows.


  


  “But I tell you we’re immune!” cried a voice furiously. “It can’t be the same thing those Dettrans died from! It can’t! And there was that man who ran from the ship last night—”


  


  Calhoun crawled on. Murgatroyd skipped. Calhoun heard an exclamation behind him. He turned his head, and Murgatroyd was fifteen feet away from the building-wall, and plainly visible to those inside. And he’d been seen fleeing with Calhoun from the ship.


  


  Calhoun swore softly. He ran. He reached the door before which a ground-car stood. He wrenched it open and set the paint gun at work firing a steady stream of vortex rings into the interior. He drew his blaster and faced the outside world.


  


  There was a crashing of glass. Somebody had plunged out a window. There were rushing feet inside. They’d be racing toward this doorway from within. But the hallway - anteroom - foyer - whatever was immediately inside the door would be filled with dextrethyl vapor. Men would gasp and fall.


  


  A man did fall. Calhoun heard the crash of his body to the floor. But also a man came plunging around the building’s corner, blaster out, searching for Calhoun. But he had to sight his target and then aim for it. Calhoun had only to pull the trigger. He did.


  


  Shoutings inside the building. More rushing feet. More falls. Then there was the beginning of the rasping snarl of a blaster, and then a cushioned, booming, roaring detonation which was the explosive dextrethyl vapor, ignited by it. The blast lifted the building’s roof. It shattered partitions. It blew every window out.


  


  Calhoun sprinted for the ground-car. A blaster-bolt flashed past him. He halted and deliberately traversed the building with the trigger held down. Smoke and flame leaped up. At least one more invader crumpled. Calhoun heard a voice yelling inside somewhere.


  


  “We’re attacked! Those refugees are throwing bombs! Rally! Rally! We need help!”


  


  It would be a broadcast call for assistance. Wherever men lolled or loafed or tried desultorily to find something to loot, they would hear it. Even the standby crew in the spaceship would hear it. Those who repaired the grid-transformers Calhoun had burned out would hear it. Men would come running. Hunters would come. Men in cars—


  


  Calhoun snatched Murgatroyd to the seat beside him. He turned the key and the tires screamed and he shot away.


  


  The highways were, of course, superb. He raced forward, and the car’s communicator began to mutter as somebody in the undamaged part of the building chattered that he’d gotten in a car and away. It described his course. It commanded that he be headed off. It hysterically demanded that he be killed, killed, killed—


  


  Another voice took its place. This voice was curt and coldly furious. It snapped precise instructions.


  


  Calhoun found himself on a gracefully curving, rising roads. He was midway between towers when another car flashed toward him. He took his blaster in his left hand. In the split second during which the cars passed each other, he blasted it. There was a monstrous surge of smoke and flame as the stricken car’s Duhanne cell shorted and vaporized half the metal of the car itself.


  


  There came other voices. Somebody had sighted the explosion. The voice in the communicator roared for silence.


  


  “You,” he rasped. “If you got him, report yourself!”


  


  “Chee-chee-chee!” chattered Murgatroyd excitedly.


  


  But Calhoun did not report.


  


  “He got one of us,” raged the icy voice. “Get ahead of him! And blast him!”


  


  Calhoun’s car went streaking down the far side of the traffic-bridge. It rounded a curve on two wheels. It flashed between two gigantic empty buildings and came to a sideway, and plunged into that, and came again to a division and took the left-hand turn, and next time took the right. But the muttering voices continued in the communicator. A voice, by name, was ordered to the highest possible bridge from which it could watch all lower-level roadways. Others were to post themselves here, and there - and to stay still! A group of four cars was coming out of the storage-building. Blast any single car in motion. Blast it! And report, report, report—


  


  “I suspect,” said Calhoun to the agitated Murgatroyd beside him, “that this is what is known as military tactics. If they ring us in— There aren’t but so many of them, though. The trick for us is to get out of the city. We need more choices for action. So—”


  


  The communicator panted a report of his sighting, from a cobweblike bridge at the highest point of the city. He was heading—


  


  He changed his heading. He had so far seen but one car of his pursuers. Now he went racing along empty, curving highways, among untenanted towers and between balconied walls with blank-eyed windows gazing at him everywhere.


  


  It was nightmarish because of the magnificence and the emptiness of the city all about him. He plunged along graceful highways, across delicately arched bridges, through crazy ramifications of its lesser traffic arteries - and he saw no motion anywhere. The wind whistled past the car windows, and the tires sang a high-pitched whine, and the sun shone down and small clouds floated tranquilly in the sky. There was no sign of life or danger anywhere on the splendid highways or in the heart-wrenchingly beautiful buildings. Only voices muttered in the communicator of the car. He’d been seen here, flashing around a steeply banked curve. He’d swerved from a waiting ambush by pure chance. He’d—


  


  He saw green to the left. He dived down a sloping ramp toward one of the smaller park areas of the city.


  


  And as he came from between the stone guard rails of the road, the top of the car exploded over his head. He swerved and roared into dense shrubbery, jerked Murgatroyd free despite the tormal’s clinging fast with all four paws and his tail, and dived into the underbrush.


  


  He ran, swearing and plucking solidified droplets of still-hot metal from his garments and his flesh. They hurt abominably. But the man who’d fired wouldn’t believe he’d missed, followed as his blasting was by the instant wrecking of the car. The man who’d fired would report his success before he moved to view the corpse of his supposed victim. But there’d be other cars coming. At the moment it was necessary for Calhoun to get elsewhere, fast.


  


  He heard the rushing sound of arriving cars while he panted and sweated through the foliage of the park. He reached the far side and a road, and on beyond there was a low stone wall. He knew instantly what it was. Service highways ran in cuts, now and again roofed over to hide them from sight, but now and again open to the sky for ventilation. He’d entered the city by one of them. Here was another. He swung himself over the wall and dropped. Murgatroyd recklessly and excitedly followed.


  


  It was a long drop, and he was staggered when he landed. He heard a soft rushing noise above. A car raced past. Instants later, another.


  


  Limping, Calhoun ran to the nearest service-gate. He entered it and closed it. Scorched and aching, he climbed to the echoing upper stories of this building. Presently he looked out. His car had been wrecked in one of the smaller park areas of the city. Now there were other cars at two-hundred-yard intervals all about it. It was believed that he was in the brushwood somewhere. Besides the cars of the cordon, there were now twenty men on foot receiving orders from an authoritative figure in their midst.


  


  They scattered. Twenty yards apart, they began to move across the park. Other men arrived and strengthened the cordon toward which he was supposed to be driven. A fly could not have escaped.


  


  Those who marched across the park began methodically to burn it to ashes before them with their blasters.


  


  Calhoun watched. Then he remembered something and was appalled. Among the fugitives in the glade, Kim Walpole had asked hungrily if they whose lives he had saved could not do something to help him. And he’d said that if they saw the smoke of a good-sized fire in the city they might investigate. He’d had no faintest intention of calling on them. But they might see this cloud of smoke and believe he wanted them to come and help!


  


  “Damn!” he said wryly to Murgatroyd. “After all, there’s a limit to any one series of actions with probably favorable chance consequences. I’d better start a new one. We might have whittled them down and made the unwhittled ones run away, but I had to start using a car! And then they’d try to blame me for everything. So - we start all over with a new policy.”


  


  He explored the building quickly. He prepared his measures. He went back to the window from which he’d looked. He cracked its window.


  


  He opened fire with his blaster. The range was long, but with the beam cut down to minimum spread he’d knocked over a satisfying number of the men below before they swarmed toward the building, sending before them a barrage of blaster-fire that shattered the windows and had the stone façade smoking furiously.


  


  “This,” said Calhoun, “is an occasion where we have to change their advantage in numbers and weapons to an unfavorable circumstance for them. They’ll be brave because they’re many. Let’s go!”•


  


  He met the two ground-car loads of refugees with his arms in the air. He did not want to be shot down by mistake. He said hurriedly, when Kim and the other lean survivors gathered about him:


  


  “Everything’s all right. We’ve a pack of prisoners but we won’t bother to feed them intravenously for the moment. How’d you get the ground-cars?”


  


  “Hunters,” said Kim savagely. “We found them and killed them and took their cars. We found some other refugees, too, and I cured them - at least they will be cured. When we saw the smoke we started for the city. Some of us still have the plague, but we’ve all had our serum shots.” His face worked. “When we started for the city, another car overtook us. Naturally he wasn’t suspicious of a car! We blasted him. Half of us have arms, now.”


  


  “I don’t think we need them,” said Calhoun. “Our prisoners are quite peacefully sleeping. They stormed a building where I’d fired on them, and I’d dumped some dextrethyl in the air-conditioning system. They keeled over. Later, Murgatroyd and I went in and made their slumber more ... ah ... lasting with polysulfate. The few who weren’t caught were ... ah ... demoralized. I think the city’s clean, now. But we’ve got to get to the landing-grid control room. There are some calls coming in from space. I think the first shipload of colonists is arriving. I didn’t answer, so they went in orbit around the planet. I want you people to talk to them.”


  


  “We’ll bring their ship down,” said the bearded man hungrily, “and blast them as they come out the exit port!”


  


  Calhoun shook his head.


  


  “To the contrary,” he said regretfully. “You’ll put on the clothes of some of our prisoners. You’ll tell the arriving colonists that the plague hit you, too. You’ll pretend to be one of the characters we really have safely sleeping, and you’ll say all the rest have been bowled over by the plague that was sowed here to win the planet for the characters you’re talking to. If they land, they’ll die - or so you’ll tell them. And so they will all go home, very unhappy, and they’ll tell the public about it. And there will be no more shiploads of colonists arriving. We don’t want them. If we can persuade them to go home and not come back, there are fewer chances of unfavorable consequences to us.”


  


  The bearded man growled. But later he was one of the most convincing of the scarecrow figures whose images appeared in the vision plates of the ship overhead. He was especially pathetic and alarming. When he’d finished, there’d have been a mass mutiny of the passengers had the spaceship skipper tried to land them.


  


  Later, all the fugitives were very conscientious about bringing the captive invaders out of the lethargy that had been begun their labor, after Calhoun explained.


  


  “They came in their own ship,” he said mildly, “and it’s still in the landing grid - which they repaired for us, by the way. And I’ve been aboard the ship with Kim, here, and we’ve smashed their drive and communicators, and wrecked their Duhanne circuits. We took out the breech-plugs of their rockets and dumped their rocket fuel. Of course we removed their landing boats. So we’re going to put them in their ship and hoist them up to space with the landing grid, and we’re going to set them in a lovely orbit, to wait until we’ve time to spare for them. Up there they can’t run or land or even signal if another shipload of colonists turns up. They’ll feed themselves and they won’t need guarding, and they’ll be quite safe until we get help from Dettra. And that will come as soon as the Med Service has told Dettra that it wasn’t a plague but an invasion that seemed to take their colony away from them.”


  


  “But —” That was Kim Walpole, frowning.


  


  “I’m bringing my ship to the grid,” said Calhoun, “and we’ll recharge my Duhanne cells and replace my vision screens. I can make it here on rocket power, but it’s a long way back to Headquarters. So I’ll report, and a field team will come here from Med Service to get the exact data on the plague, and just how the synergy factor worked, and to make everything safe for the people the city was built for. Incidentally, I’ve a tiny blood-sample from Helen that they can get to work on for the bacteriology.”


  


  Kim said, frowning:


  


  “I wish we could do something for you!”


  


  “Put up a statue,” said Calhoun dryly, “and in twenty years nobody will know what it was for. You and Helen are going to be married, aren’t you?” When Kim nodded, Calhoun said, “In the course of time, if you remember and think it worth while, you may inflict a child with my name. That child will wonder why, and ask, and so my memory will be kept green for a full generation!”


  


  “Longer than that!” insisted Kim, “You’ll never be forgotten here!”


  


  Calhoun grinned at him.


  


  Three days later, which was six days longer than he’d expected to be aground on Maris III, the landing grid heaved the little Med Ship out to space. The beautiful, nearly-empty city dwindled as the grid-field took the tiny spacecraft out to five planetary diameters and there released it. And Calhoun spun the Med Ship about and oriented it carefully for that place in the Cetis cluster where Med Service Headquarters was, and threw the overdrive switch.


  


  The universe reeled. Calhoun’s stomach seemed to turn over twice, and he had a sickish feeling of spiraling dizzily in what was somehow a cone. He swallowed. Murgatroyd made gulping noises. There was no longer a universe perceptible about the ship. There was dead silence. Then those small random noises began which have to be provided if a man is not to crack up in the dead stillness of a ship traveling at thirty times the speed of light.


  


  Then there was nothing more to do. In overdrive travel there is never anything to do but pass the time away.


  


  Murgatroyd took his right-hand whiskers in his right paw and licked them elaborately. He did the same to his left-hand whiskers. He contemplated the cabin, deciding upon a soft place in which to go to sleep.


  


  “Murgatroyd,” said Calhoun severely, “I have to have an argument with you! You imitate us humans too much! Kim Walpole caught you prowling around with an injector, starting to give our prisoners another shot of polysulfate! It might have killed them! Personally, I think it would have been a good idea, but in a medical man it would have been most unethical. We professional men have to curb our impulses! Understand?”


  


  “Chee!” said Murgatroyd. He curled up and wrapped his tail meticulously about his nose, preparing to doze.


  


  Calhoun settled himself comfortably in his bunk. He picked up a book. It was Fitzgerald on “Probability and Human Conduct.”


  


  He began to read as the ship went on through emptiness.
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  THE man came out on the front porch and examined the day. Bright and cold -- with dew on the lawns. He buttoned his coat and put his hands in his pockets.


  


  As the man started down the steps the two caterpillars waiting by the mailbox twitched with interest.


  


  “There he goes,” the first one said. “Send in your report.”


  


  As the other began to rotate his vanes the man stopped, turning quickly.


  


  “I heard that,” he said. He brought his foot down against the wall, scraping the caterpillars off, onto the concrete. He crushed them.


  


  Then he hurried down the path to the sidewalk. As he walked he looked around him. In the cherry tree a bird was hopping, pecking bright-eyed at the cherries. The man studied him. All right? Or-- The bird flew off. Birds all right. No harm from them.


  


  He went on. At the corner he brushed against a spider web, crossed from the bushes to the telephone pole. His heart pounded. He tore away, batting the air. As he went on he glanced over his shoulder. The spider was coming slowly down the bush, feeling out the damage to his web.


  


  Hard to tell about spiders. Difficult to figure out. More facts needed -- No contact, yet.


  


  He waited at the bus stop, stomping his feet to keep them warm.


  


  The bus came and he boarded it, feeling a sudden pleasure as he took his seat with all the warm, silent people, staring indifferently ahead. A vague flow of security poured through him.


  


  He grinned, and relaxed, the first time in days.


  


  The bus went down the street.


  


  Tirmus waved his antennae excitedly.


  


  “Vote, then, if you want.” He hurried past them, up onto the mound. “But let me say what I said yesterday, before you start.”


  


  “We already know it all,” Lala said impatiently. “Let’s get moving. We have the plans worked out. What’s holding us up?”


  


  “More reason for me to speak.” Tirmus gazed around at the assembled gods. “The entire Hill is ready to march against the giant in question. Why? We know he can’t communicate to his fellows -- It’s out of the question. The type of vibration, the language they use, makes it impossible to convey such ideas as he holds about us, about our --”


  


  “Nonsense.” Lala stepped up. “Giants communicate well enough.”


  


  “There is no record of a giant having made known information about us!”


  


  The army moved restlessly.


  


  “Go ahead,” Tirmus said. “But it’s a waste of effort. He’s harmless -- cut off. Why take all the time and --”


  


  “Harmless?” Lala stared at him. “Don’t you understand? He knows!”


  


  Tirmus walked away from the mound. “I’m against unnecessary violence. We should save our strength. Someday we’ll need it.”


  


  The vote was taken. As expected, the army was in favor of moving against the giant. Tirmus sighed and began stroking out the plans on the ground.


  


  “This is the location that he takes. He can be expected to appear there at period-end. Now, as I see the situation --”


  


  He went on, laying out the plans in the soft soil.


  


  One of the gods leaned toward another, antennae touching. “This giant. He doesn’t stand a chance. In a way, I feel sorry for him. How’d he happen to butt in?”


  


  “Accident.” The other grinned. “You know, the way they do, barging around.”


  


  “It’s too bad for him, though.”


  


  It was nightfall. The street was dark and deserted. Along the sidewalk the man came, newspaper under his arm. He walked quickly, glancing around him. He skirted around the big tree growing by the curb and leaped agilely into the street. He crossed the street and gained the opposite side. As he turned the corner he entered the web, sewn from bush to telephone pole. Automatically he fought it, brushing it off him. As the strands broke a thin humming came to him, metallic and wiry.


  


  “. . .wait!”


  


  He paused.


  


  “. . .careful. . . inside. . . wait. . .”


  


  His jaw set. The last strands broke in his hands and he walked on. Behind him the spider moved in the fragment of his web, watching. The man looked back.


  


  “Nuts to you,” he said. “I’m not taking any chances, standing there all tied up.”


  


  He went on, along the sidewalk, to his path. He skipped up the path, avoiding the darkening bushes. On the porch he found his key, fitting it into the lock.


  


  He paused. Inside? Better than outside, especially at night. Night a bad time. Too much movement under the bushes. Not good. He opened the door and stepped inside. The rug lay ahead of him, a pool of blackness. Across on the other side he made out the form of the lamp.


  


  Four steps to the lamp. His foot came up. He stopped.


  


  What did the spider say? Wait? He waited, listening. Silence.


  


  He took his cigarette lighter and flicked it on.


  


  The carpet of ants swelled toward him, rising up in a flood. He leaped aside, out onto the porch. The ants came rushing, hurrying, scratching across the floor in the half light.


  


  The man jumped down to the ground and around the side of the house. When the first ants came flowing over the porch he was already spinning the faucet handle rapidly, gathering up the hose.


  


  The burst of water lifted the ants up and scattered them, flinging them away. The man adjusted the nozzle, squinting through the mist. He advanced, turning the hard stream from side to side.


  


  “God damn you,” he said, his teeth locked. “Waiting inside --”


  


  He was frightened. Inside -- never before! In the night cold sweat came out on his face. Inside. They had never got inside before. Maybe a moth or two, and flies, of course. But they were harmless, fluttery, noisy --


  


  A carpet of ants!


  


  Savagely, he sprayed them until they broke rank and fled into the lawn, into the bushes, under the house.


  


  He sat down on the walk, holding the hose, trembling from head to foot.


  


  They really meant it. Not an anger raid, annoyed, spasmodic; but planned, an attack, worked out. They had waited for him. One more step.


  


  Thank God for the spider.


  


  Presently he shut the hose off and stood up. No sound; silence everywhere. The bushes rustled suddenly. Beetle? Something black scurried -- he put his foot on it. A messenger, probably. Fast runner. He went gingerly inside the dark house, feeling his way by the cigarette lighter.


  


  Later, he sat at his desk, the spray gun beside him, heavy-duty steel and copper. He touched its damp surface with his fingers.


  


  Seven o’clock. Behind him the radio played softly. He reached over and moved the desk lamp so that it shone on the floor beside the desk.


  


  He lit a cigarette and took some writing paper and his fountain pen. He paused, thinking.


  


  So they really wanted him, badly enough to plan it out. Bleak despair descended over him like a torrent. What could he do? Whom could he go to? Or tell. He clenched his fists, sitting bolt upright in the chair.


  


  The spider slid down beside him onto the desk top. “Sorry. Hope you aren’t frightened, as in the poem.”


  


  The man stared. “Are you the same one? The one at the corner? The one who warned me?”


  


  “No. That’s somebody else. A Spinner. I’m strictly a Cruncher. Look at my jaws.” He opened and shut his mouth. “I bite them up.”


  


  The man smiled. “Good for you.”


  


  “Sure. Do you know how many there are of us in -- say -- an acre of land. Guess.”


  


  “A thousand.”


  


  “No. Two and a half million: Of all kinds. Crunchers, like me, or Spinners, or Stingers.”


  


  “Stingers?”


  


  “The best. Let’s see.” The spider thought. “For instance, the black widow, as you call her. Very valuable.” He paused. “Just one thing.”


  


  “What’s that?”


  


  “We have our problems. The gods --”


  


  “Gods!”


  


  “Ants, as you call them. The leaders. They’re beyond us. Very unfortunate. They have an awful taste -- makes one sick. We have to leave them for the birds.”


  


  The man stood up. “Birds? Are they --”


  


  “Well, we have an arrangement. This has been going on for ages. I’ll give you the story. We have some time left.”


  


  The man’s heart contracted. “Time left? What do you mean?”


  


  “Nothing. A little trouble later on, I understand. Let me give you the background. I don’t think you know it.”


  


  “Go ahead. I’m listening.” He stood up and began to walk back and forth.


  


  “They were running the Earth pretty well, about a billion years ago. You see, men came from some other planet. Which one? I don’t know. They landed and found the Earth quite well cultivated by them. There was a war.”


  


  “So we’re the invaders,” the man murmured.


  


  “Sure. The war reduced both sides to barbarism, them and yourselves. You forgot how to attack, and they degenerated into closed social factions, ants, termites --”


  


  “I see.”


  


  “The last group of you that knew the full story started us going. We were bred” -- the spider chuckled in its own fashion -- “bred some place for this


  


  worthwhile purpose. We keep them down very well. You know what they call us? The Eaters. Unpleasant, isn’t it?”


  


  Two more spiders came drifting down on their webstrands, alighting on the desk. The three spiders went into a huddle.


  


  “More serious than I thought,” the Cruncher said easily. “Didn’t know the whole dope. The Stinger here --”


  


  The black widow came to the edge of the desk. “Giant,” she piped, metallically. “I’d like to talk with you.”


  


  “Go ahead,” the man said.


  


  “There’s going to be some trouble here. They’re moving, coming here, a lot of them. We thought we’d stay with you awhile. Get in on it.”


  


  “I see.” The man nodded. He licked his lips, running his fingers shakily through his hair. “Do you think -- that is, what are the chances --”


  


  “Chances?” The Stinger undulated thoughtfully. “Well, we’ve been in this work a long time. Almost a million years. I think that we have the edge over them, in spite of the drawbacks. Our arrangements with the birds, and of course, with the toads --”


  


  “I think we can save you,” the Cruncher put in cheerfully. “As a matter of fact, we look forward to events like this.”


  


  From under the floorboards came a distant scratching sound, the noise of a multitude of tiny claws and wings, vibrating faintly, remotely. The man heard. His body sagged all over.


  


  “You’re really certain? You think you can do it?” He wiped the perspiration from his lips and picked up the spray gun, still listening.


  


  The sound was growing, swelling beneath them, under the floor, under their feet. Outside the house bushes rustled and a few moths flew up against the window. Louder and louder the sound grew, beyond and below, everywhere, a rising hum of anger and determination. The man looked from side to side.


  


  “You’re sure you can do it?” he murmured. “You can really save me?”


  


  “Oh,” the Stinger said, embarrassed. “I didn’t mean that. I meant the species, the race. . . not you as an individual.”


  


  The man gaped at him and the three Eaters shifted uneasily. More moths burst against the window. Under them the floor stirred and heaved.


  


  “I see,” the man said. “I’m sorry I misunderstood you.”
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  Fadeout.


  


  The old man had succumbed. From its movie heaven, an ethereal choir paeaned. Amid rolling pink clouds they sang. A Moment or Forever. It was the title of the picture. Lights blinked on. The voices stopped abruptly, the curtain was lowered, the theater boomed with P.A. resonance; a quartet singing “A Moment or Forever” on the Decca label. Eight hundred thousand copies in a month.


  


  Owen Crowley sat slumped in his seat, legs crossed, arms slackly folded. He stared at the curtain. Around him, people stood and stretched, yawned, chatted, laughed. Owen sat there, staring. Next to him, Carole rose and drew on her suede jacket. Softly, she was singing with the record, “Your mind is the clock that ticks away/a moment or forever.”


  


  She stopped. “Honey?”


  


  Owen grunted. “Are you coming?” she asked.


  


  He sighed. “I suppose.” He dragged up his jacket and followed her as she edged toward the aisle, shoes crunching over pale popcorn buds and candy wrappers. They reached the aisle and Carole took his arm.


  


  “Well?” she asked. “What did you think?”


  


  Owen had the burdening impression that she had asked him that question a million times; that their relationship consisted of an infinitude of movie-going and scant more. Was it only two years since they’d met; five months since their engagement? It seemed, momentarily, like the dreariest of eons.


  


  “What’s there to think?” he said. “It’s just another movie.”


  


  “I thought you’d like it,” Carole said, “being a writer yourself.”


  


  He trudged across the lobby with her. They were the last ones out. The snack counter was darkened, the soda machine stilled of Technicolored bubblings. The only sound was the whisper of their shoes across the carpeting, then the click of them as they hit the outer lobby.


  


  “What is it, Owen?” Carole asked when he’d gone a block without saying a word.


  


  “They make me mad,” he said.


  


  “Who does?” Carole asked.


  


  “The damn stupid people who make those damn stupid movies,” he said.


  


  “Why?” she asked.


  


  “Because of the way they gloss over everything.”


  


  “What do you mean?”


  


  “This writer the picture was about,” said Owen, “he was a lot like I am; talented and with plenty of drive. But it took him almost ten years to get things going. Ten years. So what does the stupid picture do? Gloss over them in a few minutes. A couple of scenes of him sitting at his desk looking broody, a couple of clock shots, a few trays of mashed-out butts, some empty coffee cups, a pile of manuscripts. Some bald-headed publishers with cigars shaking their heads no at him, some feet walking on the sidewalk; and that’s it. Ten years of hard labor. It makes me mad.”


  


  “But they have to do that, Owen,” Carole said. “That’s the only way they have of showing it.”


  


  “Then life should be like that too,” he said.


  


  “Ho, you wouldn’t like that,” she said.


  


  “You’re wrong. I would,” he said. “Why should I struggle ten years - or more - on my writing? Why not get it all over with in a couple of minutes?”


  


  “It wouldn’t be the same,” she said.


  


  “That’s for sure,” he said.


  


  An hour and forty minutes later, Owen sat on the cot in his furnished room staring at the table on which sat his typewriter and the half-completed manuscript of his third novel, And Now Gomorrah.


  


  Why not indeed? The idea had definite appeal. He knew that, someday, he’d succeed. It had to be that way. Otherwise, what was he working so hard for? But that transition — that was the thing. That indefinite transition between struggle and success. How wonderful if that part could be condensed, abbreviated.


  


  Glossed over.


  


  “You know what I wish?” he asked the intent young man in the mirror. “No, what?” asked the man.


  


  “I wish,” said Owen Crowley, “that life could be as simple as a movie. All the drudgery set aside in a few flashes of weary looks, disappointments, coffee cups and midnight oil, trays of butts, noes and walking feet. Why not?”


  


  On the bureau, something clicked. Owen looked down at his clock. It was 2:43 A.M.


  


  Oh well. He shrugged and went to bed. Tomorrow, another five pages, another night’s work at the toy factory.


  


  * * * *


  


  A year and seven months went by and nothing happened. Then, one morning, Owen woke up, went down to the mailbox, and there it was.


  


  We are happy to inform you that we want to publish your novelDream Within a Dream.


  


  “Carole! Carole!” He pounded on her apartment door, heart drumming from the half-mile sprint from the subway, the leaping ascent of the stairs. “Carole!”


  


  She jerked open the door, face stricken. “Owen, what—?” she began, then cried out, startled, as he swept her from the floor and whirled her around, the hem of her nightgown whipping silkenly. “Owen, what is it?” she gasped.


  


  “Look! Look!” He put her down on the couch and, kneeling, held out the crumpled letter to her.


  


  “Oh, Owen!”


  


  They clung to each other and she laughed, she cried. He felt the unbound softness of her pressing at him through the filming silk, the moist cushioning of her lips against his cheek, her warm tears trickling down his face. “Oh, Owen. Darling.”


  


  She cupped his face with trembling hands and kissed him; then whispered, “And you were worried.”


  


  “No more,” he said. “No more!”


  


  The publisher’s office stood aloofly regal above the city; draped, paneled, still. “If you’ll sign here, Mr. Crowley,” said the editor. Owen took the pen.


  


  “Hurray! Harroo!” He polkaed amid a debris of cocktail glasses, red-eyed olives, squashed hors d’oeuvres, and guests. Who clapped and stamped and shouted and erected monumental furies in the neighbors’ hearts. Who flowed and broke apart like noisy quicksilver through the rooms and halls of Carole’s apartment. Who devoured regimental rations. Who flushed away Niagaras of converted alcohol. Who nuzzled in a fog of nicotine. Who gambled on the future census in the dark and fur-coat-smelling bedroom.


  


  Owen sprang. He howled. “An Indian I am!” He grabbed the laughing Carole by her spilling hair. “An Indian I am, I’ll scalp you! No, I won’t, I’ll kiss you!” He did to wild applause and whistles. She clung to him, their bodies molding. The clapping was like rapid fire. “And for an encore!” he announced.


  


  Laughter. Cheers. Music pounded. A graveyard of bottles on the sink. Sound and movement. Community singing. Bedlam. A policeman at the door. “Come in, come in, defender of the weal!” “Now, let’s be having a little order here, there’s people want to sleep.”


  


  Silence in the shambles. They sat together on the couch, watching dawn creep in across the sills, a nightgowned Carole clinging to him, half asleep; Owen pressing his lips to her warm throat and feeling, beneath the satin skin, the pulsing of her blood.


  


  “I love you,” whispered Carole. Her lips, on his, wanted, took. The electric rustle of her gown made him shudder. He brushed the straps and watched them slither from the pale curving of her shoulders. “Carole,Carole.” Her hands were cat claws on his back.


  


  The telephone rang, rang. He opened an eye. There was a heated pitchfork fastened to the lid. As the lid moved up it plunged the pitchfork into his brain. “Ooh!” He winced his eyes shut and the room was gone. “Go away,” he muttered to the ringing, ringing; to the cleat-shoed, square-dancing goblins in his head.


  


  Across the void, a door opened and the ringing stopped. Owen sighed.


  


  “Hello?” said Carole. “Oh. Yes, he’s here.”


  


  He heard the crackle of her gown, the nudging of her fingers on his shoulder. “Owen,” she said, “wake up, darling.”


  


  The deep fall of pink-tipped flesh against transparent silk was what he saw. He reached but she was gone. Her hand closed over his and drew him up. “The phone,” she said.


  


  “More,” he said, pulling her against himself.


  


  “The phone.”


  


  “Can wait,” he said. His voice came muffled from her nape. “I’m breakfasting.”


  


  “Darling, the phone”


  


  “Hello?” he said into the black receiver.


  


  “This is Arthur Means, Mr. Crowley,” said the voice,


  


  “Yes!” There was an explosion in his brain but he kept on smiling anyway because it was the agent he’d called the day before.


  


  “Can you make it for lunch?” asked Arthur Means.


  


  Owen came back into the living room from showering. From the kitchen came the sound of Carole’s slippers on linoleum, the sizzle of bacon, the dark odor of percolating coffee.


  


  Owen stopped. He frowned at the couch where he’d been sleeping. How had he ended there? He’d been in bed with Carole.


  


  The streets, by early morning, were a mystic lot. Manhattan after midnight was an island of intriguing silences, a vast acropolis of crouching steel and stone. He walked between the silent citadels, his footsteps like the ticking of a bomb.


  


  “Which will explode!” he cried.“Explode!” cried back the streets of shadowed walls. “Which will explode and throw my shrapnel words through all the world!”


  


  Owen Crowley stopped. He flung out his arms and held the universe. “You’re mine!” he yelled.


  


  “Mine” the echo came.


  


  The room was silent as he shed his clothes. He settled on the cot with a happy sigh, crossing his legs, and undid lace knots. What time was it? He looked over at the clock: 2:58 A.M.


  


  Fifteen minutes since he’d made his wish.


  


  He grunted in amusement as he dropped his shoe. Weird fancy, that. Yes, it was exactly fifteen minutes if you chose to ignore the one year, seven months and two days since he’d stood over there in his pajamas, fooling with a wish. Granted that, in thinking back, those nineteen months seemed quickly past; but not that quickly. If he wished to, he could tally up a reasonable itemization of every miserable day of them,


  


  Owen Crowley chuckled. Weird fancy indeed. Well, it was the mind, The mind was a droll mechanism,


  


  “Carole, let’s get married!”


  


  He might have struck her. She stood there, looking dazed.


  


  “What?” she asked.


  


  “Married!”


  


  She stared at him. “You mean it?” He slid his arms around her tightly. “Try me,” he said.


  


  “Oh, Owen.” She clung to him a moment, then, abruptly, drew back her head and grinned.


  


  “This,” she said, “is not so sudden.”


  


  It was a white house, lost in summer foliage. The living room was large and cool and they stood together on the walnut floor, holding hands. Outside, leaves were rustling.


  


  “Then by the authority vested in me,” said Justice of the Peace Weaver, “by the sovereign state of Connecticut, I now pronounce you man and wife.” He smiled. “You may kiss the bride,” he said.


  


  Their lips parted and he saw the tears glistening in her eyes.


  


  “How do, Miz Crowley,” he whispered.


  


  The Buick hummed along the quiet country road. Inside, Carole leaned against her husband while the radio played“A Moment or Forever,” arranged for strings. “Remember that?” he asked.


  


  “Mmmm-hmmm.” She kissed his cheek.


  


  “Now where,” he wondered, “is that motel the old man recommended?”


  


  “Isn’t that it up ahead?” she asked.


  


  The tires crackled on the gravel path, then stopped. “Owen, look,” she said. He laughed. Aldo Weaver, Manager, read the bottom line of the rust-streaked wooden sign.


  


  “Yes, brother George, he marries all the young folks round about,” said Aldo Weaver as he led them to their cabin and unlocked the door. Then Aldo crunched away and Carole leaned her back against the door until the lock clicked. In the quiet room, dim from tree shade, Carole whispered, “Now you’re mine.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They were walking through the empty, echoing rooms of a little house in Northport. “Oh,yes,” said Carole, happily. They stood before the living-room window, looking out into the shadow-dark woods beyond. Her hand slipped into his. “Home,” she said, “sweet home.”


  


  They were moving in and it was furnished. A second novel sold, a third. John was born when winds whipped powdery snow across the sloping lawn, Linda on a sultry, cricket-rasping summer night. Years cranked by, a moving backdrop on which events were painted.


  


  He sat there in the stillness of his tiny den. He’d stayed up late correcting the galleys on his forthcoming novel, One Foot in the Sea. Now, almost nodding, he twisted together his fountain pen and set it down. “My God, my God,” he murmured, stretching. He was tired.


  


  Across the room, standing on the mantel of the tiny fireplace, the clock buzzed once. Owen looked at it: 3:15 A.M. It was well past his—


  


  He found himself staring at the clock and, like a slow-tapped tympani, his heart was felt. Seventeen minutes later than the last time, the thought persisted; thirty-two minutes in all.


  


  Owen Crowley shivered and rubbed his hands as if at some imaginary flame. Well, this is idiotic, he thought; idiotic to dredge up this fantasy every year or so. It was the sort of nonsense that could well become obsession.


  


  He lowered his gaze and looked around the room. The sight of time-won comforts and arrangements made him smile. This house, its disposition, that shelf of manuscripts at his left. These were measurable. The children alone were eighteen months of slow transition just in the making.


  


  He clucked disgustedly at himself. This was absurd; rationalizing to himself as if the fancy merited rebuttal. Clearing his throat, he tidied up the surface of his desk with energetic movements. There. And there.


  


  He leaned back heavily in his chair. Well, maybe it was a mistake to repress it. That the concept kept returning was proof enough it had a definite meaning. Certainly, the flimsiest of delusions fought against could disorient the reason. All men knew that.


  


  Well, then, face it, he decided. Time was constant; that was the core. What varied was a person’s outlook on it. To some it dragged by on tar-held feet, to others fled on blurring wings. It just happened he was one of those to whom time seemed overly transient. So transient that it fostered rather than dispelled the memory of that childish wish he’d made that night more than five years before.


  


  That was it, of course. Months seemed a wink and years a breath because he viewed them so. And—


  


  The door swung open and Carole came across the rug, holding a glass of warmed milk.


  


  “You should be in bed,” he scolded.


  


  “So should you,” she answered. “Yet I see you sitting here. Do you know what time it is?”


  


  “I know,” he said.


  


  She settled on his lap as he sipped the milk. “Galleys done?” she asked. He nodded and slid an arm around her waist. She kissed his temple. Out in the winter night a dog barked once.


  


  She sighed. “It seems like only yesterday, doesn’t it?” she said.


  


  He drew in faint breath. “I don’t think so,” he said.


  


  “Oh, you.” She punched him gently on the arm.


  


  * * * *


  


  “This is Artie,” said his agent. “Guess what?”


  


  Owen gasped. “No!”


  


  He found her in the laundry room, stuffing bedclothes into the washer. “Honey!” he yelled. Sheets went flying. “It’s happened!” he cried.


  


  “What?”


  


  “The movies, the movies! They’re buying Nobles and Heralds!”


  


  “No!”


  


  “Yes! And - get this now - sit down and get it - go ahead and sit or else you’ll fall! - they’re payingtwelve thousand, five hundred dollars for it!”


  


  “Oh!”


  


  “And that’s not all! They’re giving me a ten-week guarantee to do the screenplay at - get this -seven hundred and fifty dollars a week!”


  


  She squeaked. “We’re rich.”


  


  “Not quite,” he said, floor pacing, “but it’s only the beginning, folks, on-ly the beginning!”


  


  October winds swept in like tides over the dark field. Spotlight ribbons wiped across the sky.


  


  “I wish the kids were here,” he said, his arm around her.


  


  “They’d just be cold and cranky, darling,” Carole said.


  


  “Carole, don’t you think—”


  


  “Owen, you know I’d come with them if I could; but we’d have to take Johnny out of school and, besides, it would cost so much. It’s only ten weeks, darling. Before you know it—”


  


  “Flight Twenty-seven for Chicago and Los Angeles,” intoned the speaker, “Now boarding at Gate Three.”


  


  “So soon.” Suddenly, her eyes were lost, she pressed her wind-chilled cheek to his. “Oh, darling, I’ll miss you so.”


  


  The thick wheels squeaked below, the cabin walls shook. Outside, the engines roared faster and faster. The field rushed by. Owen looked back. Colored lights were distant now. Somewhere among them, Carole stood, watching his plane nose up into the blackness. He settled back and closed his eyes a moment. A dream, he thought. Flying West to write a movie from his own novel. Good God, a veritable dream.


  


  * * * *


  


  He sat there on a corner of the leather couch. His office was capacious. A peninsula of polished desk extended from the wall, an upholstered chair parked neatly against it. Tweed drapes concealed the humming air conditioner, tasteful reproductions graced the walls, and beneath his shoes the carpet gave like sponge. Owen sighed.


  


  A knocking broke his reverie. “Yes?” he asked. The snugly sweatered blonde stepped in. “I’m Cora, I’m your secretary,” she said. It was Monday morning.


  


  “Eighty-five minutes, give or take,” said Morton Zuckersmith, Producer. He signed another memo. “That’s a good length.” He signed another letter. “You’ll pick these things up as you go along.” He signed another contract. “It’s a world of its own.” He stabbed the pen into its onyx sheath and his secretary exited, bearing off the sheaf of papers. Zuckersmith leaned back in his leather chair, hands behind his head, his polo-shirted chest broadening with air. “A world of its own, kiddy,” he said. “Ah. Here’s our girl.”


  


  Owen stood, his stomach muscles twitching as Linda Carson slipped across the room, one ivory hand extended, “Morton, dear,” she said.


  


  “Morning, darling.” Zuckersmith engulfed her hand in his, then looked toward Owen. “Dear, I’d like you to meet your writer for The Lady and The Herald.”


  


  “I’ve been so anxious to meet you,” said Linda Carson, nee Virginia Ostermeyer. “I loved your book. How can I tell you?”


  


  He started up as Cora entered. “Don’t get up,” she said, “I’m just bringing you your pages. We’re up to forty-five.”


  


  Owen watched her as she stretched across the desk. Her sweaters grew more skinlike every day. The tense expansion of her breathing posed threats to every fiber.


  


  “How does it read?” he asked.


  


  She took it for an invitation to perch across the couch arm at his feet. “I think you’re doing wonderfully,” she said. She crossed her legs and frothy slip lace sighed across her knees. “You’re very talented.” She drew in chest-enhancing air. “There’s just a few things here and there,” she said, “I’d tell you what they were right now but - well, it’s lunchtime and—”


  


  They went to lunch; that day and others after. Cora donned a mantle of stewardship, guiding him as though he were re-sourceless. Bustling in with smiles and coffee every morning, telling him what foods were best prepared at dinner, and, fingering his arm, leading him to the commissary every afternoon for orange juice; hinting at a P.M. continuance of their relationship; assuming a position in his life he had no desire for. Actually sniffling one afternoon after he’d gone to lunch without her; and, as he patted her shoulder in rough commiseration, pressing against him suddenly, her firm lips taking their efficient due, the taut convexities of her indenting him. He drew back, startled. “Cora.”


  


  She patted his cheek. “Don’t think about it, darling. You have important work to do.” Then she was gone and Owen was sitting at his desk, alarm diffusing to his fingertips. A week, another week.


  


  “Hi!” said Linda. “How are you?”


  


  “Fine,” he answered as Cora entered, clad in hugging gabardine, in clinging silk. “Lunch? I’d love to. Shall I meet you at the—? Oh. All right.” He hung up. Cora stared at him.


  


  As he slipped onto the red leather seat he saw, across the street, Cora at the gate, watching him grimly.


  


  “Hello, Owen,” Linda said. The Lincoln purred into the line of traffic. This is nonsense, Owen thought. He’d have to try a second time with Cora. The first discouragement she’d taken for nobility; the gesture of a gallant husband toward his wife and children. At least she seemed to take it so. Good God, what complication.


  


  It was lunch together on the Strip; then, later, dinner, Owen trusting that enough devoted hours to Linda would convince Cora of his lack of interest. The next night it was dinner and the Philharmonic; two nights later, dancing and a drive along the shore; the next, a preview in Encino.


  


  At what specific juncture the plan went wrong Owen never knew. It gained irrevocable form the night when, parked beside the ocean, radio music playing softly, Linda slipped against him naturally, her world-known body pressing close, her lips a succulence at his.“Darling.”


  


  He lay starkly awake, thinking of the past weeks; of Cora and of Linda; of Carole whose reality had faded to the tenuous form of daily letters and a weekly voice emitting from the telephone, a smiling picture on his desk.


  


  He’d almost finished with the screenplay. Soon he’d fly back home. So much time had passed. Where were the joints, the sealing places? Where was the evidence except in circumstantial shards of memory? It was like one of those effects they’d taught him at the studio; a montage - a series of quickly paced scenes. That’s what life seemed like; a series of quickly paced scenes that flitted across the screen of one’s attention, then were gone.


  


  Across the hotel room, his traveling clock buzzed once. He would not look at it.


  


  * * * *


  


  He ran against the wind, the snow, but Carole wasn’t there. He stood, eyes searching, in the waiting room, an island of men and luggage. Was she ill? There’d been no acknowledgement of his telegram but—


  


  “Carole?” The booth was hot and stale.


  


  “Yes,” she said.


  


  “My God, darling, did youforget?”


  


  “No,” she said.


  


  The taxi ride to Northport was a jading travelogue of snow-cottoned trees and lawns, impeding traffic lights and tire chains rattling over slush-gravied streets. She‘d been so deadly calm on the phone. No, I’m not sick. Linda has a little cold. John is fine. I couldn’t get a sitter. A chill of premonitions troubled at him.


  


  Home at last. He’d dreamed of it like this, standing silently among the skeletal trees, a mantle of snow across its roof, a rope of wood smoke spiraling from its chimney. He paid the driver with a shaking hand and turned expectantly. The door stayed shut. He waited but the door stayed shut.


  


  He read the letter that she’d finally given him. Dear Mrs. Crowley, it began, I thought you ought to know... His eyes sought out the childish signature below. Cora Bailey.


  


  “Why that dirty, little—” He couldn’t say it; something held him back.


  


  “Dear God.” She stood before the window, trembling. “To this very moment I’ve been praying it was a he. But now..,”


  


  She shriveled at his touch. “Don’t.”


  


  “You wouldn’t go with me,” he charged. ‘You wouldn’t go.”


  


  “Is that your excuse?” she asked.


  


  “Wha’m I gonna do?” he asked, fumbling at his fourteenth Scotch and water. “Wha’? I don’ wanna lose ‘er, Artie. I don’ wanna lose ‘er an’ the chillren. Wha’m I gonna do?”


  


  “I don’t know,” said Artie.


  


  “That dirty li’l—” Owen muttered. “Hadn’t been for her ...”


  


  “Don’t blame the silly little slut for this,” said Artie. “She’s just the icing. You’re the one who baked the cake.”


  


  “Wha’m I gonna do?”


  


  “Well, for one thing, start working at life a little more. It isn’t just a play that’s taking place in front of you. You’re on the stage, you have a part. Either you play it or you’re a pawn. No one’s going to feed you dialogue or action, Owen. You’re on your own. Remember that.”


  


  “I wonder,” Owen said. Then and later in the silence of his hotel room.


  


  A week, two weeks. Listless walks through a Manhattan that was only noise and loneliness. Movies stared at, dinners at the Automat, sleepless nights, the alcoholed search for peace. Finally, the desperate phone call. “Carole, take me back, please take me back.”


  


  “Oh, darling. Come home to me.”


  


  Another cab ride, this time joyous. The porch light burning, the door flung open, Carole running to him. Arms around each other, walking back into their home together.


  


  * * * *


  


  The Grand Tour! A dizzying whirl of places and events. Misted England in the spring, the broad, the narrow streets of Paris, Spree-bisected Berlin and Rhone-bisected Geneva. Milan of Lombardy, the hundred, crumbling-castled islands of Venice, the culture trove of Florence, Marseilles braced against the sea, the Alps-protected Riviera, Dijon, the ancient. A second honeymoon; a rush of desperate renewal, half seen, half felt like flashes of uncertain heat in a great, surrounding darkness.


  


  They lay together on the riverbank. Sunlight scattered glittering coins across the water, fish stirred idly in the thermal drift. The contents of their picnic basket lay in happy decimation. Carole rested on his shoulder, her breath a warming tickle on his chest.


  


  “Where has the time all gone to?” Owen asked, not of her or anyone but to the sky.


  


  “Darling, you sound upset,” she said, raising on an elbow to look at him.


  


  “I am,” he answered. “Don’t you remember the night we saw that picture A Moment or Forever? Don’t you remember what I said?”


  


  “No,”


  


  He told her; of that and of his wish and of the formless dread that sometimes came upon him. “It was just the first part I wanted fast though,” he said, “not the whole thing.”


  


  “Darling, darling,” Carole said, trying not to smile, “I guess this must be the curse of having an imagination. Owen, it’s been over seven years. Seven years.”


  


  He held his watch up. “Or fifty-seven minutes,” he said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Home again. Summer, fall, and winter. Wind from the South selling to the movies for $100,000; Owen turning down the screenplay offer. The aging mansion overlooking the Sound, the hiring of Mrs. Halsey as their housekeeper. John packed off to military academy, Linda to private school. As a result of the European trip, one blustery afternoon in March, the birth of George.


  


  Another year. Another. Five years, ten. Books assured and flowing from his pen. Lap of Legends Old, Crumbling Satires, Jiggery Pokery, and The Dragon Fly, A decade gone, then more. The National Book Award for No Dying and No Tomb. The Pulitzer prize for Bacchus Night.


  


  He stood before the window of his paneled office, trying to forget at least a single item of another paneled office he’d been in - that of his publisher the day he’d signed his first contract there. But he could forget nothing; not a single detail would elude him. As if, instead of twenty-three years before, it had been yesterday. How could he recall it all so vividly unless, actually—


  


  “Dad?” He turned and felt a frozen trap jaw clamp across his heart. John strode across the room. “I’m going now,” he said.


  


  “What? Going?” Owen stared at him; at this tall stranger; at this young man in military uniform who called him Dad.


  


  “Old Dad,” laughed John. He clapped his father’s arm. “Are you dreaming up another book?”


  


  Only then, as if cause followed effect, Owen knew. Europe raged with war again and John was in the army, ordered overseas. He stood there, staring at his son, speaking with a voice not his; watching the seconds rush away. Where had this war come from? What vast and awful machinations had brought it into being? And where was his little boy? Surely he was not this stranger shaking hands with him and saying his good-bys. The trap jaw tightened. Owen whimpered.


  


  But the room was empty. He blinked. Was it all a dream, all flashes in an ailing mind? On leaden feet, he stumbled to the window and watched the taxi swallow up his son and drive away with him. “Good-by,” he whispered, “God protect you.”


  


  No one feeds you dialogue, he thought; but was that he who spoke?


  


  * * * *


  


  The bell had rung and Carole answered it. Now, the handle of his office door clicked once and she was standing there, face bloodless, staring at him, in her hand the telegram. Owen felt his breath stop.


  


  “No,” he murmured; then, gasping, started up as, soundlessly, Carole swayed and crumpled to the floor.


  


  “At least a week in bed,” the doctor told him, “quiet; lots of rest. The shock is most severe.”


  


  He shambled on the dunes, numbed, expressionless. Razored winds cut through him, whipped his clothes, and lashed his gray-streaked hair to threads. With lightless eyes, he marked the course of foam-flecked waves across the Sound, Only yesterday that John went off to war, he thought; only yesterday he came home proudly rigid in his academy uniform; only yesterday he was in shorts and grammar school; only yesterday he thundered through the house leaving his wake of breathless laughter; only yesterday that he was born when the winds whipped powdery snow across—


  


  “Dear God!” Dead. Dead! Not twenty-one and dead; all his life a moment passed, a memory already slipping from the mind.


  


  “I take it back!” Terrified, he screamed it to the rushing sky. “I take it back, I never meant it!” He lay there scraping at the sand, weeping for his boy, yet wondering if he ever had a boy at all.


  


  “Attendez, m’sieurs, m’dames! Nice!”


  


  “Oh my; already?” Carole said. “That was quick now, wasn’t it?”


  


  Owen blinked. He looked at her, at this portly, gray-haired woman across the aisle from him. She smiled. Sheknew him?


  


  “What?” he asked.


  


  “Oh, why do I talk to you?” she grumbled. “You’re always in your thoughts, your thoughts.” Hissing, she stood and drew a wicker basket from the rack. Was this some game?


  


  “Gee, Dad, look at that!”


  


  He gaped at the teen-aged boy beside him. And who was he? Owen Crowley shook his head a little. He looked around him. Nice? In France again? What about the war?


  


  The train plunged into blackness. “Oh, damn!” snapped Linda. On Owen’s other side she struck her match again, and in the flare he saw, reflected in the window, the features of another middle-aged stranger and it was himself. The present flooded over him. The war over and he and his family abroad: Linda, twenty-two, divorced, bitter, slightly alcoholic; George, fifteen, Chubby, flailing in the glandular limbo between women and erector sets; Carole, forty-six, newly risen from the sepulcher of menopause, pettish, somewhat bored; and he himself, forty-nine, successful, coldly handsome, still wondering if fife were made of years or seconds. All this passing through his mind before Riviera sunlight flooded into their compartment again.


  


  Out on the terrace it was darker, cooler. Owen stood there, smoking, looking at the spray of diamond pinpoints in the sky. Inside, the murmuring of gamblers was like a distant insect hum.


  


  “Hello, Mr. Crowley.”


  


  She was in the shadows, palely gowned; a voice, a movement.


  


  “You know my name?” he asked.


  


  “But you’re famous,” was her answer.


  


  Awareness fluttered in him. The straining flattery of club women had turned his stomach more than once. But then she’d glided from the darkness and he saw her face and all awareness died. Moonlight creamed her arms and shoulders; it was incandescent in her eyes.


  


  “My name is Alison,” she said. “Are you glad to meet me?”


  


  The polished cruiser swept a banking curve into the wind, its bow slashing at the waves, flinging up a rainbowed mist across them. “You little idiot!” he laughed. “You’ll drown us yet!” “You and I!” she shouted back. “Entwining under fathoms! I’d love that, wouldn’t you?”


  


  He smiled at her and touched her thrill-flushed cheek. She kissed his palm and held him with her eyes. I love you. Soundless; a movement of her lips. He turned his head and looked across the sun-jeweled Mediterranean. Just keep going on, he thought. Never turn. Keep going till the ocean swallows us. I won’t go back.


  


  Alison put the boat on automatic drive, then came up behind him, sliding warm arms around his waist, pressing her body to his. “You’re off again,” she murmured. “Where are you, darling?”


  


  He looked at her. “How long have we known each other?” he asked.


  


  “A moment, forever, it’s all the same,” she answered, teasing at his ear lobe with her lips.


  


  “A moment or forever,” he murmured, “yes.”


  


  “What?” she asked.


  


  “Nothing,” he said, “just brooding on the tyranny of clocks.”


  


  “Since time is so distressing to you, love,” she said, pushing open the cabin door, “let’s not waste another second of it.”


  


  The cruiser hummed across the silent sea.


  


  “What, hiking?” Carole said. “At your age?”


  


  “Though it may disturb you,” Owen answered, tautly, “I, at least, am not yet prepared to surrender to the stodgy blandishments of old age.”


  


  “So I’m senile now!” she cried.


  


  “Please,” he said.


  


  “She thinks you’re old?” said Alison. “Good God, how little that woman knows you!”


  


  Hikes, skiing, boat rides, swimming, horseback riding, dancing till sun dispersed the night. Him telling Carole he was doing research for a novel; not knowing if she believed him; not caring much. Weeks and weeks of stalking the elusive dead.


  


  He stood on the sun-drenched balcony outside Alison’s room. Inside, ivory-limbed, she slept like some game-worn child. Owen’s body was exhausted, each inadequate muscle pleading for surcease; but, for the moment, he was not thinking about that. He was wondering about something else; a clue that had occurred to him when he was lying with her.


  


  In all his life, it seemed as if there never was a clear remembrance of physical love. Every detail of the moments leading to the act were vivid but the act itself was not. Equally so, all memory of his ever having cursed aloud was dimmed, uncertain.


  


  And these were the very things that movies censored.


  


  “Owen?” Inside, he heard the rustle of her body on the sheets. There was demand in her voice again; honeyed but authoritative. He turned. Then let me remember this, he thought. Let every second of it be with me; every detail of its fiery exaction, its flesh-born declarations, its drunken, sweet derangement. Anxiously, he stepped through the doorway.


  


  Afternoon. He walked along the shore, staring at the mirror-flat blueness of the sea. It was true then. There was no distinct remembrance of it. From the second he’d gone through the doorway until now, all was a virtual blank. Yes, true! He knew it now. Interims were void; time was rushing him to his script-appointed end. He was a player, yes, as Artie said, but the play had been already written.


  


  He sat in the dark, train compartment, staring out the window. Far below slept moon-washed Nice and Alison; across the aisle slept George and Linda, Carole grumbled in a restless sleep. How angry they had been at his announcement of their immediate departure for home.


  


  And now, he thought, and now. He held his watch up and marked the posture of its luminous hands.Seventy-four minutes.


  


  How much left?


  


  * * * *


  


  “You know, George,” he said, “when I was young - and not so young - I nursed a fine delusion. I thought my life was being run out like a motion picture. It was never certain, mind you, only nagging doubt but it dismayed me; oh indeed it did. Until, one day - a little while ago - it came to me that everyone has an uncontrollable aversion to the inroads of mortality. Especially old ones like myself, George. How we are inclined to think that time has, somehow, tricked us, making us look the other way a moment while, now unguarded, it rushes by us, bearing on its awful, tracking shoulders, our lives.”


  


  “I can see that,” said George and lit his pipe again.


  


  Owen Crowley chuckled. “George, George,” he said, “give full humor to your nutty sire. He’ll not be with you too much longer.”


  


  “Now stop that talk,” said Carole, knitting by the fire, “stop that silly talk,”


  


  “Carole?” he called. “My dear?” Wind from the Sound obscured his trembling voice. He looked around. “Here, you! Here!”


  


  The nurse primped mechanically at his pillow. She chided, “Now, now, Mr. Crowley. You mustn’t tire yourself.”


  


  “Where’s my wife? For pity’s sake go fetch her. I can’t—”


  


  “Hush now, Mr. Crowley, don’t start in again.”


  


  He stared at her; at this semi-mustached gaucherie in white who fussed and wheedled. “What?” he murmured.“What?” Then something drew away the veil and he knew. Linda was getting her fourth divorce, shuttling between her lawyer’s office and the cocktail lounges; George was a correspondent in Japan, a brace of critic-feted books to his name. And Carole, Carole?


  


  Dead.


  


  “No,” he said, quite calmly, “no, no, that’s not true. I tell you fetch her. Oh, there’s a pretty thing.” He reached out for the falling leaf and toppled from his chair.


  


  The blackness parted; it filtered into unmarked grayness. Then his room appeared, a tiny fire on the grate, his doctor by the bed consulting with the nurse; at the foot of it, Linda standing like a sour wraith.


  


  Now, thought Owen. Now was just about the time. His life, he thought, had been a brief engagement; a flow of scenes across what cosmic retina? He thought of John, of Linda Carson, of Artie, of Morton Zuckersmith, and Cora; of George and Linda and Alison; of Carole; of the legioned people who had passed him during his performance. They were all gone, almost faceless now.


  


  “What... time?” he asked.


  


  The doctor drew his watch. “Four-eight,” he said, “A.M.”‘


  


  Of course. Owen smiled. He should have known it all along. A dryness in his throat thinned the laugh to a rasping whisper. They stood there, staring at him.


  


  “Eighty-five minutes,” he said. “A good length. Yes; a good length.”


  


  Then, just before he closed his eyes, he saw them - letters floating in the air, imposed across their faces and the room. And they were words, but words seen in a mirror, white and still,


  


   


  


  Or was it just imagination?


  


  Fadeout.
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    nightmare number four


   robert bloch


  


  (With apologies to the late Stephen Vincent Benét)


  


  


  We thought it was a Joke


  When we read it in the papers that afternoon—


  About some nut inventor down in Georgia


  With a device for printing matter on air.


  No, it wasn’t skywriting again,


  Or television. It printed matter on the air for you to read:


  It was permanent


  And wouldn’t blow away.


  


  


  But there it was.


  Just an item in the paper. It didn’t mean much.


  Something to laugh about, or tell your wife,


  “What will these guys think of next?”


  And most people didn’t even see it, I suppose.


  That’s why it came as such a shock


  When the advertisers took it up.


  


  


  I remember the morning


  When I looked out of the window and saw the sign hanging there


  (Just hanging there, you understand, in bold black letters)


  Reading:


  “HAVE YOU TAKEN A GOOD LAXATIVE LATELY, OLD TIMER?”


  


  


  I know I blinked.


  The letters were black as ink, but solid to the touch:


  They hung there and they didn’t go away.


  


  


  Well, this was how it started - and on the streets, going to work,


  There were more signs to read.


  “EAT REEKIES - THEY’RE GOOD FOR YOU!”


  “HAVE YOU HAD YOUR WINTER FUR RELINED?”


  and


  “GET YOUR CRANKCASE DRAINED.”


  Passengers puzzled on the bus, but we weren’t sore, then.


  The signs were small at first;


  Just two feet high, black and white - “POOPSI-COLA HITS THE SPOT.”


  


  


  After while we noticed the men with spray guns


  Like insect exterminators, spraying the letters out.


  Little crowds used to watch them do it.


  And the TV comedians made gags,


  And the columnists filled their columns,


  And somebody wrote a song about it.


  But nobody wrote indignant letters to the newspapers


  Yet


  


  


  Then they began spraying signs over the lawns


  And over driveways


  And above houses


  And the streets were choked with signs, signs, signs.


  Black specks of printed matter, wherever your eyes turned.


  Advertising firms were sued by property owners,


  But the air was free. Wasn’t it?


  The courts thought so.


  


  


  Motorists complained the signs blocked visibility.


  There were accidents.


  Men were killed, but the ads went on.


  To sell more bread.


  To sell more tonics to help digest the bread.


  To sell more laxatives to get rid of the bread


  Once it was digested.


  And then, of course - they advertised more bread again.


  


  


  That’s how it was, and we might have gotten used to it, in time


  If only the signs hadn’t started getting BIGGER


  And THICKER.


  Two feet tall in the air.


  Then five feet.


  Then ten.


  And the letters a foot thick.


  The air was black. Foul.


  


  


  There was some secret ink they used, and when you breathed it,


  It made you retch.


  But that was all right, too.


  One of the signs said “USE FLETCH’S PILLS AND STOP RETCHING.”


  There was a cure


  But not for blindness, not for insanity,


  Not for the perpetual sight of signs


  Floating over Broadway and Park Avenue.


  


  


  Twisting between clotheslines in the slums,


  Weaving across the swimming pools on palatial estates.


  Blocking the boulevards


  Shadowing the sun in a black blot over the city—


  The signs, reading, “TENDER SKIN LIKES VELVY-DOWN TISSUE,”


  “EAT MORE KOHLRABI WEEK,”


  “GET RID OF YOUR UGLY PIMPLES!” and “THROW AWAY YOUR TRUSS!”


  


  


  And then they made the signs in color to light up the night,


  And blindness and insanity began to pile up vital statistics.


  Regular advertising died


  Because this was cheaper and more profitable.


  What if the signs did tangle up in streaming criss-crosses?


  What if you looked out of the window and saw nothing but reams of it,


  Illegibly imprinted on air?


  


  


  They got the insects to work, then.


  Inoculated them, I suppose. Trained them, perhaps


  To void out the signs.


  No more sprayers.


  Insect thoraxes spewed out the signs in patterns.


  They must have bred the bugs on Madison Avenue.


  Some genius thought it up—


  The Man in the Gray Flannel Overalls.


  


  


  Of course we tried to pass some laws.


  We always do, when it’s too late,


  And it was too late now.


  There were insects everywhere. Insects in clouds,


  Insects in black swarms, spurting from distended bellies;


  Each forming his little letter - its dot, his dash, her period.


  And that, of course, was the beginning


  Of the end.


  


  


  Too many insects.


  Too many to train, too many to control. So they bred.


  Bred, and flew, and devoured.


  They made nests in crates of VELVY-DOWN. They nibbled at the trusses.


  They bored through boxes of FLETCH’S PILLS.


  It didn’t do any good to reline your winter furs.


  They ate them, too,


  And bred again.


  


  


  The skies were really black now. Black with flying forms.


  It was too late.


  The plague came, and then the famine.


  They called out the Marines.


  But how are you going to bayonet an insect?


  And pretty soon,


  What with plague and famine and all,


  There weren’t any Marines any more.


  


  


  There weren’t any consumer goods left to consume,


  Nor any consumers.


  And - belated blessing! - there weren’t any advertisers either.


  Just the insects


  Flying aimlessly through ink-spattered air, droning by the signs


  Made meaningless through lack of eyes to read them. And insect retinas


  Flickered down on an empty world where there was nothing left


  But words.


  


  


  Lucky for me


  I saved a few to write this down....
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