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    INTRODUCTION


    


    


    Universe1 inaugurates a series of anthologies of science fiction stories that have never before appeared in print anywhere. It’s by no means the only such series in science fiction—aside from Damon Knight’s ORBIT, Robert Hoskins’ INFINITY, Samuel R. Delany and Marilyn Hacker’s QUARK and others, there was the pioneering original-stories anthology series STAR SCIENCE FICTION, edited by Frederik Pohl twenty years ago and still fondly remembered by those who read it. But UNIVERSE will be a bit different, I hope.


    


    Well, all of these series are different, if for no other reason than that they’re edited by different people with varying tastes. Some editors like to think of what they’re publishing not as science fiction but rather as “speculative fiction,” a label which gives them considerably more leeway in the kinds of stories they can print. Delany and Hacker in QUARK are experimenting with portfolios of drawings, and by not printing authors’ bylines at the head of their stories, only at the ends; other editors, like Knight in ORBIT, decline to bother with either graphics, special type for story titles, or even introductory remarks to stories.


    


    UNIVERSE is a science fiction series first and foremost; you’ll find an occasional fantasy story here, but it will be one I bought because I liked it so much I couldn’t bring myself to reject it—and there’ll be no “speculative fiction” at all. I understand the use of the term by others, I respect their urge to break through boundaries and I’m impressed by a number of the stories which land in the “speculative fiction” safety-net; but I also think that boundaries and labels exist for a very simple basic purpose, to let people know the kind of stories they’re buying.


    


    I chose the title UNIVERSE because it can apply to fantasy as well as science fiction: the stories you’ll read in this series will take place in the universe of stars, the universe of time, the universe of magic. Each story is, of course, its own universe; it defines the natural laws that are at work, the time when things are happening, the culture which affects its characters’ actions. Thus there are twelve universes in this initial volume; some are universes of science (West Wind, Falling), some are universes that encompass rather peculiar ghosts (Poor Man, Beggar Man),some are satiric universes (All the Last Wars at Once). . . and so on. In short, this is a book of worlds.


    


    In the use of graphics I’m trying an experiment with this series. For one thing, the cover paintings will always illustrate one of the stories inside. Normal practice in paperback publishing is for the cover of an anthology to be a vague, all-purpose kind of painting, suggesting science fiction in general rather than any particular scene or story. But why shouldn’t the cover painting be more directly tied in with the contents?


    


    And why not have interior illustrations for each story? I like the idea of presenting attractive and intriguing graphics in addition to a book’s fiction content, but why not use art that acts in counterpoint with the stories? Thus we introduce in this book Alicia Austin, whose illustrations here are her first professionally published science fiction art, to my knowledge, though she’s very well known through her exhibitions at science fiction art shows and the like. Alicia Austin will be the regular illustrator for the UNIVERSE series, and I believe you’ll enjoy her work as much as I do.


    


    Here, then, is the first number of the series: UNIVERSE 1. A rather special book: announcements of its forthcoming publication were made to published science fiction writers only, with the result thatall the stories submitted for this volume were from writers who had proven their ability to write sf of professional caliber. (Normally an editor works from two very different groups of submissions, those from the pros and the “slush pile,” manuscripts sent by beginning writers. UNIVERSE had no slush pile.) Nonetheless, I read well over a hundred stories in order to select the twelve that make up this book.


    


    I’m reading and buying stories for the second volume, UNIVERSE 2, now: I hope to have that book on the stands by November 1971. After you’ve read this first number, I hope you’ll watch for the second.


    


    — terry carr


    March 29, 1971
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  Gregory Benford is a physicist who writes science fiction on the side; his first novel, DEEPER THAN THE DARKNESS, was published by Ace Books in 1970. Gordon Eklund has been working full-time as a writer for about a year, and his first novel, THE ECLIPSE OF DAWN, was an Ace Science Fiction Special earlier this year. Both live in the San Francisco Bay Area, and they’re friends, which made it natural that they should collaborate on a story. Collaborations are strange affairs: most of the time the product is less than the sum of the parts. West Wind, Falling is one of the exceptions, I think.


  


   


  WEST WIND, FALLING


  Gregory Benford and Gordon Eklund


  


  


  He rested: floating.


  


  Zephyr lay ahead—a black dot in Sol’s eye, haloed by the soft light of the coma: red, methane orange, divine. The tail was only beginning to stream and twist now—they had crossed the orbit of Mars—but no one on Zephyr would see the threads of ionized gas dance as they poured from the head of the comet, their pace quickening as the sun neared; Zephyr was too close. The comet tail furled out for half a million miles, directly behind the rock in which Paul had lived all his days, and to be properly studied a comet must be seen from the side. Earth would get a fine view. If they cared.


  


  His shuttle clicked, murmured, shifted under him; the mass sensors had locked on Zephyr and were dutifully considering the tumbling rock as a source of new metals. Any zinc, for ion exchange plates?No. Copper? —good conductors are always useful.No, none.


  


  “Idiot machine,” Paul said, and thumbed the controls over from automatic.


  


  The sensors found nothing because the outer two miles were ice: water hydrates of ammonia, methane and sundry impurities (andah, but the impurities tell the tale, add the zest). A snowball with a rock at the center: home. Zephyr.


  


  The west wind; so said the dictionary when, at nine, Paul looked it up. Or:something light, airy, or unsubstantial, a second definition. (Why have more than one meaning for each word? he had thought. It seemed inefficient. But he was only nine.) Yes, the second definition fit it better now. Comets are unsubstantial; Zephyr was a lukewarm scarf of gas clinging to a jet black stone, all falling into the grinning sun.


  


  Now it fit, that is. Twenty-seven years ago, when Paul was born, the billowing gas was dead ice drifting in company with the stone, exploring utter blackness beyond Pluto. It had been cold then even deep inside Zephyr, but Paul could not remember it.


  


  His search was over. He nudged the shuttle into synchronization with Zephyr’s rotation, found the main entrance tube and slipped the craft down it. The tube walls were rigid plastaform that transmitted some of the watery light of the ice mantle. The two miles passed quickly. He guided the shuttle into its berth, helped a lock attendant secure the pouch of metallic chunks he had found, and cycled through the lock.


  


  The attendant came through after him. “Hey,” the man said. “See it?”


  


  “What?”


  


  “Earth.”


  


   “Oh. . .. Yes.”


  


  “Well? What’s it like?”


  


  “Beautiful. White, mostly. Couldn’t see Luna.”


  


  The older man nodded enthusiastically. Paul could see he wanted to hear more, but there just wasn’t more to say. Earth was a bright point, nothing more. The attendant looked sixty at least; Paul thought he recognized him as the elder Resnick. To a man that old, Earth meant something. To Paul, born in Zephyr, Earth was a dull, disembodied voice which gave frequent orders and occasional help.


  


  * * * *


  


  “That’s all,” Paul said, and turned away.


  


  A corridor clock told him it was time for the meeting. Feh—more diatribes. He had been hearing them from all sides lately. Everybody had turned into a political theorist. Still, his position in the first family more or less required him to put in an appearance. And at the very least, Elias was worth a few laughs.


  


  Down chilly passages with a low coasting gait; murmur of distant conversations; oily air—filtration sacs saturated (MyGod, was he going to have to speak to those dopes again?) and faint tang of cooking; slight lessening of apparent gravity as he trotted up three levels (inward, toward Zephyr’s center); smile from passing friend; quickening pace; and he arrived at the meeting five minutes late.


  


  Paul found an empty chair in the front row and flopped down in it. He looked around the room. There they were—the third generation—nearly fifty men, all younger than forty, and an almost equal number of women. Elias stood at the front, wrapped in his own dignity, and he smiled at Paul.


  


  “We may begin now,” Elias said, looking up. “Paul is here, and we all know how essential he is to our cause.”


  


  Huh, Paul thought, his attention drifting. He glanced idly at the girl who sat next to him. She was petite, with incredibly red hair—who in the second generation carried those genes?—and freckles that danced across her pale cheeks. Fitting a hand to his mouth, he whispered, “Aren’t you Melinda Aurten?”


  


  The girl nodded at him and he smelled his tenseness. She couldn’t have been more than seventeen and he’d never spoken to her before. As he leaned over to say something more he felt a twinge of conscience.One more time, eh? For practice.Being an important man always had its advantages, whether one deserved them or not.


  


  “I say we must make our demands now,” Elias was saying, his voice a shade too shrill. “And they must be met. We are the third generation. We have the most to lose, the longest to live. The first is too old—most of the best of them are dead. The fourth is too young.”


  


  To Melinda, Paul whispered: “Why haven’t I seen you before? Is my luck always this bad?”


  


  “I’ve been here,” she said. “You just haven’t . . . looked.”


  


  A girl’s voice from the back of the room said, “Can we not wait to—”


  


  “Wait,” Elias said scornfully. “Wait? The ships from Luna will reach us within a month.One month.”


  


  “Why?” said the voice. “Did Randall tell you that?”


  


  “I’m afraid he didn’t have the time,” Elias said with mock wryness. He glanced quickly down at Paul, who smiled back at him and reached over to clasp Melinda’s hand.


  


  “But there has to be some reason we’re to be picked up on the inward slope of the orbit, instead of the outward as was planned,” the girl said. Paul knew her— Zanzee, a brown-skinned girl he’d shared a room with seven years before. He remembered the bubbling way she laughed. Um. But then, there was Melinda.


  


  “Randall says it was an administrative decision on Earth. They want our detailed data tapes for the whole seventy-three year orbit. Randallsays rendezvous on this side of the orbit is slightly cheaper, too. Can anyone check that?”


  


  “I have,” Paul said, his eyes still fixed on Melinda. She gave him an up-from-under look, using the eyelashes. “Ran it through, just pure ballistics. It’s cheaper, but not by much.”


  


  “So it’s a blind,” Elias said. “They want to get us away from Zephyr before we, the third generation, have time to organize. Randall knows our feelings better than we do.”


  


  Paul leaned close to Melinda, lips against ear, and said, “Let’s get out of here.”


  


  “Now? But-”


  


  “Now,” he said.


  


  Elias’s voice had shifted to a warmer, more confident tone. “We have no alternatives. The question is really quite simple. Do we stay in this world which is ours, or do we go to our so-called mother world? I have my own answer to this question, but I cannot speak it for you. What doyou say?”


  


  Paul got to his feet, dragging Melinda up with him. A hundred pairs of eyes blinked and flashed.


  


  “Paul?’ said Elias. “Where are . . . You can’t—”


  


  Laughter.


  


  “I’m tired,” Paul said, turning and grinning. “Like an old log. Got to get to bed.”


  


  More laughter, and Elias blushed, dropping his eyes to the cold floor. As Paul moved up the corridor, right arm warm against Melinda’s thin waist, he heard: “Stay. Stay. Stay.” And he thought: Elias owns the mob; too bad he’s such a plimb.


  


  Within an interval which lasted one hour, twenty-six minutes:


  


  “Do you have the measles?”


  


  “No. Silly. You know.”


  


  “But they run all the way . . . down to . . . here.”


  


  “Ye-Ah.”


  


  A pause, and


  


  “Why don’t you lie back down? Or are you...through?”


  


  “No. Little nervous—”


  


  “About us? I mean.”


  


  “Uh. Not likely. It has happened before, you understand.”


  


  “Well.”


  


  “No, relax.”


  


  “I wonder what Elias was planning to do?”


  


  “Him? Nothing. He can’t get his shoes on without a guide book.”


  


  “His speeches are—”


  


  “A cataract of lies and omissions, as some poet said.”


  


  “I think he—”


  


  “Let’s see, this arm goes here; a leg there, and . . .”


  


  * * * *


  


  For a while he wandered, corridors moving like slow glaciers, passing the viewing rooms; on impulse, he paused to watch. The mammoth 3D mounted on one wall had been scrounged out of spare parts several years after the Zephyr expedition was launched. Paul had spent hours here, watching Neptune sweep majestically by, or simply studying the stars. Now he looked instead at the void, letting its black hands clutch at his stilled senses.


  


  This was the only way to see the void without going out in a shuttle. The life of the expedition depended upon the layer of methane and ammonia snow that sealed them into the rock. The snow itself was covered with a flexible plastaform coat that prevented most gas from escaping. The society inside the rock core melted the snow for raw materials—nitrogen, carbon, hydrogen, oxygen—that fed the hydroponics farms and fueled the fusion reactors. We live off the west wind itself, Paul thought. And the void feeds on us.


  


  Paul turned to the image of Earth. Thick white clouds; past them, brilliant blue seas and glimpses of brown, barren land. Seeing it, he failed to understand. It was lovely, beautiful, shining with human life. But the 3D tapes he’d seen: people jammed together like dogs in a kennel; food rationed; wars and riots; shades of bleak, shades of gray.


  


  Most of the people in the 3D room were first generation, and they looked at the screen with something that approached hunger. Paul watched them stare. Then he left.


  


  Remembering corners and turns in the warren men had carved from rock. Places where he’d studied—friends made and lost—sweaty games with a first young girl. And hadn’t she trembled when he’d touched her? And hadn’t he trembled, too?


  


  And here—yes—where Randall had faced down a mob of rebels, angry over the numbing hours required when the hydroponics tanks went sour.


  


  The old days. As he lightly walked the corridors, he remembered them.


  


  He rapped at the door and heard Randall’s crisp voice answer. He stepped into the large room (reproductions of the twisted hells of Bosch; green wallpaper with red tulips) and closed the door quietly behind him.


  


  Randall was seated at a large desk, speaking slowly into a hooded microphone. When he finished, he turned, smiling, mass of white hair, eyebrows like fur, and said, “I think I remember you. Aren’t you my grandson?”


  


  Paul nodded carefully, grin concealed, and said, “And aren’t you some sort of wheel?”


  


  Randall laughed. “Where you been keeping yourself lately?”


  


  “Here and there,” said Paul. “You know how it is.”


  


  “I know,” Randall said. “Or did, once.” He reached inside a vest pocket and removed a damp, yellowed sheet of paper. He unfolded it tenderly. “Let’s see what sort of mistakes you’ve been making.”


  


  “Snooping again?” Paul knew the paper was blank, but he was used to the game.


  


  Randall smiled. “Why do you think I’m the First? So I can read about things in the news sheet, a month late?”


  


  Randall scanned the paper, frowning, the rigid lines cutting deep into the rolls of fat in his cheeks. “According to this, you seem as popular as ever in some quarters. You do not often sleep alone. Tut.”


  


  “And you object?”


  


  “Not if you continue to learn your duties as well as you have. You would have made a fine First. If I hadn’t hung around this long, taking up space, you would be First already. But your training will count, even back on Earth.” Randall smiled. The wrinkles of his skin almost concealed its paleness.


  


  “Huh? Look.” Paul took a ballpoint pen from the desk and let go six feet from the floor. It fell, tumbling slightly.


  


  “Five seconds. On Earth it would be less than one second. There’s not much spin on Zephyr, grandfather— our apparent gravity is about one twentieth Earth’s.”


  


  “Well-”


  


  “We can’t live there. We probably couldn’t walk down to collect our disability checks.”


  


  “I wasn’t thinking of living on Earth—”


  


  “So do I get a job as janitor in one of their orbiting labs?”


  


  “Nonsense.”


  


  “There’s more to it than that,” Paul said. “Nobody in the third generation wants to go back to Earth.”


  


  “You?”


  


  “I don’t give a damn.”


  


  “You never have.”


  


  “And probably never will. Not—”


  


  “Not while there are better things to do? Right. Politics is just a shouting contest, anyway. Wish your father hadn’t misplaced a wire getting that booster ready for the tenth planet probe—he was a born talker. He could handle Elias and his Lib friends right now, and I could rest.”


  


  “Libs?”


  


  “Sure.” Randall raised his eyebrows over the coffee cup, looking at Paul. “You don’t recognize it, do you? Same kind of yammering. Bunch of anarchists.” He paused a moment. “Say, you don’t suppose they’ve been transmitting to Earth, do you?”


  


  “Not likely. Why?”


  


  “Maybe they think there are still Liberationists back on Earth.”


  


  “After the Purge Year? Elias has seen the tapes, just like everybody. He knows.”


  


  “Well, I wonder. There was a lot of Lib talk when we were assembling the expedition—hell, the Libs even had a majority in some countries. Lot of gabble about breaking all functions down to the simplest level, no unified direction. It was just plain luck that I got the position of First in the expedition, despite all the Libs could do.” Randall’s voice pitched higher as he became more excited.


  


  Randall waved a hand in dismissal. He got slowly to his feet, walked to a wall cabinet and opened the top door.


  


  “Look,” Paul said, “you decided to expend most of our probes on the tenth planet, when we came so close. And you dropped the programmed study of Saturn, even though it had been planned from the beginning. You had freedom to do things like that. Where am I going to get a job with that kind of elbow room in it?”


  


  “You will adapt,” Randall said mildly. “Coffee?”


  


  Paul shook his head.


  


  “You should cultivate a few bad habits. They can sometimes be very pleasant companions.” Randall stood for a moment, staring blankly at the stained cup in his hand. A timer buzzed and he filled the cup with a brown, oily liquid.


  


  “What’s all this talk, Paul? It sounds like—say, were you at that kids’ tea party of Elias’s?”


  


  “For a while.” Paul unconsciously began to tap his knee with a forefinger.


  


  Randall laughed. His skin wrinkled even more. He had a way of turning a laugh into a series of harsh barks that irritated Paul after a few moments.


  


  “It’s funny?” said Paul.


  


  “Of course. My God, Elias must be the twentieth fool I’ve had to handle on this trip. On the way out, there were fifteen at least. Boredom, Paul, that’s what does it. The only solution is to keep everybody hustling, keep their hands busy, so they don’t have time to listen to idiots like Elias.”


  


  He laughed to himself once more and sipped some coffee.


  


  “This trans-Pluto shot was the only good thing the Libs ever did—God knows why. Probably wanted to draw attention away from their regime; it was running into trouble even then. So we matched velocities with this comet, hollowed out living space in the core, set up converters for methane and ammonia—all that while the Libs were being sandbagged with problems they didn’t have a prayer of understanding, the fools. And just when we got started out on the 67-year orbit, back on Earth the Libs lost their shirts. Ha!”


  


  Randall slapped the coffee cup decisively on the table top, slopping some over the side to form a pool at the base. He stood there for a moment, staring into space, reliving dead victories—and then sat down.


  


  “Probably a lot of Libs left in this rock, too. Passed the same garbage on to their sons, waiting to—well, doesn’t matter. They haven’t got any choice.”


  


  “No choice?” Paul said. He had heard the song and dance about the Libs before; it didn’t even register.


  


  “The tenth planet, boy,” Randall said with a grin.


  


  “Omega.”


  


  “Yes, Omega, end point—but that’s not official, just a name we slapped on it. Have to let Earth do that.”


  


  “We found it, we name it.”


  


  “Maybe. It was just blind luck that we came so close to it. Too close, though, as it works out.”


  


  “Huh?”


  


  “We lost orbital velocity when we passed through Omega’s gravitational field. Zephyr isn’t on its original ellipse any more. When we approach the sun this time, we’re not going to make the turn out at Venus’s orbit. We’ll zip right in, past the orbit of Mercury. We’ll be so close to the sun our ice mantle will boil away in one go.”


  


  Paul leaped to his feet—and then, wonderingly, sat down again. He had felt a sudden, desperate loss, and for the life of him he could not understand why.


  


  “Quite a change in the orbit,” Randall went on.


  


  “No moon,” Paul said.


  


  “Right, Omega had no moon, so there was no way to get a precise measurement of its mass. Without that, we couldn’t estimate the angular momentum we’d lost with respect to the sun. It wasn’t until we got a good referent on the Jupiter-Earth-sun triangle that we knew for sure.”


  


  “We’ll fry,” Paul said.


  


  “Certainly. If we stayed.” In the silence that followed Randall drained his cup, not noticing the rigid set of Paul’s face. After a moment Paul relaxed and shrugged and said:


  


  “So it goes. I guess I’d better sweep the corridors tonight. I’ll need the experience.”


  


  “I’ve got good contacts on Earth, old friends. I’ll get you a decent position. I’ve started looking into it already. The rest of the expedition might not do so well, but my own grandson will—”


  


  “Yes, what about the rest of them? Why hasn’t this been announced?”


  


  “I don’t want a panic. It’s easier to deal with Elias and his crowd than it is to handle this rock when it’s full of jittery people.”


  


  “Maybe so,” Paul said. “I think I’ll have some of that coffee now. And a cigarette, too—might as well pile it on.” There was a note of tension in his voice. Randall, smiling, did not catch it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Central Computing: three levels in, sensor heart, pulse-taker of a west wind.


  


  Paul asked: define m, catalog submatrix, sum rule for parameter range zero point three to one four point five, call subroutines alpha overgroup thine, plot hemispherically, display, execute, charge: able baker charlie.


  


  The first time, he made an error. The silicon-germanium-tellurium gestalt cogitated, conjured, went back to his instructions to verify. Yes; wrong. The light green screen displayed, in typewriter script, swive thee.


  


  Paul corrected the programming fault, entered it again. The question now read in English: “What is the mass of the solid, usable material within practical distance of Zephyr? Time average required for next month over all known orbits. Display the result as an integrated sum over a range of geometrical surfaces.”


  


  The machine pondered, collected; the result came. Paul watched the neat hemisphere form and made a few notes. He logged the information and began to set up a complex rate equation, using the data already acquired.


  


  “My, at work as well as play,” Zanzee said. She walked down the narrow aisle between computer readout stations. (The room was among the first bitten out of the rock, done in a hurry, and thus crowded.) Her chocolate-colored skin looked freshly scrubbed. “Where do you find the time?”


  


  Paul waited for a set of numbers to be punched out. He sat on a stool, legs awkwardly crossed. With elaborate casualness he looked up. “Haven’t seen you for a while. How’s it going?”


  


  “As usual. Your own work?”—pointing and reaching— “or more—”


  


  “Private,” said Paul, scooping up the notes. “Self-education.”


  


  “All.” She arched an eyebrow. “A grandson of the First takes time for research?”


  


  “Not research. Amusement.”


  


  Paul moved to tilt against the console behind him— not a hard operation in low gravity, even on the sticklike furniture—and watched her. Her hips were even fuller than he remembered. No freckles, a real sister, but, yes, very fine.


  


  “Want to share a room again?” he said. “I’m free.” It was direct, but what the hell—


  


  “I’m sure you are. I’m not.” She looked away, at the next console booth.


  


  “Get free.”


  


  “I’m getting pregnant.”


  


  “Dumb. You’ll have enough trouble readjusting to Earth without a kid; your first, at that.”


  


  She turned abruptly, black hair swirling out and slowly falling back into place. Paul had always liked that hair; he had even liked the frown she made—it looked like a child’s impression of an adult getting angry.


  


  “We’re not going back. You’d know that if—”


  


  “Yeah, maybe we’re not,” Paul said languidly.


  


  “You—” She stalled for a moment, the edge of her attack blunted. He had always enjoyed playing such games with her. “You’d care about it if you ever grew up. You weren’t planning to settle here, ever. So you don’t mind if we go back to Earth. It just means more territory for your—”


  


  “Uh huh.”


  


  “Oh! Compared to you, Elias is a prince. He acts; he’s not afraid.”


  


  “So Elias is going to be the father?”


  


  “No!”


  


  “Pity. That’s just what Earth needs, more like Elias.”


  


  “But we aren’t going—”


  


  “Oh yes. Forgot.”


  


  “Paul.” Zanzee’s mood suddenly changed; the fire left her eyes. “We know each other.”


  


  “To say the least.”


  


  “No, I mean . . . emotionally, not the other.”


  


  He nodded, wondering why women—no, girls—never liked precise nouns.


  


  “Your support would mean—”


  


  Paul stood up, righting the stool. “Why, Zanzee”— he did a little two-step shuffle, waving his hands—”you know I don’t know nothin’ ‘bout politics.” He made a flourish, folded his notes and tapped them into his right breast pocket, and was gone.


  


  Paul slept alone that night. And dreamed, so:


  


  A corridor, endless. Above, it is raining. The rain slaps against the roof of the corridor, beating out little tunes, and the corridor leaks, and the rain deftly drips inside. There are buckets to catch it, but they are out of place, and the rain falls unimpeded to the floor.


  


  His nose to the floor, wet and muddy, the black ghost prowls the corridor, sniffing. The ghost is thin, tall; a black veil covers his face and his hands are actually paws, like an African monkey seen in a frozen 3D scan, or a large ape.


  


  The black ghost ripples, and looks for an end to the corridor. He has searched for many decades (perhaps seven), but the corridor is endless, as is the rain.


  


  The corridor is saturated. Paint peels. Flakes of gray cling to the robes of the black ghost, and he breathes heavily.


  


  The corridor ends.


  


  Below is nothing; ahead, above: nothing. Warm comfort of the corridor behind. The ghost faces the void, staring, shivers. Rubs his eyes; Paul’s eyes; back to ghost eyes, wet from the rain.


  


  A red halo-


  


  Central Computing—


  


  For man can rhyme


  The tick of time.


  


  Black ghost, white ghost: grapple, tear gobbets from each other’s bodies. Shriek in the tumbling darkness. Aged white ghost, spinning madly away with arms wrapped—


  


  * * * *


  


  Opening his eyes, Paul rolled over. He faced Elias.


  


  “What the hell do you want?”


  


  “Paul, are you alone?”


  


  “No, I’m playing cards with five Chinamen.”


  


  “I—”


  


  “Well?”


  


  “Your grandfather—he’s called Earth. The ships are on their way and they have added boosters. They’ll arrive in weeks, two weeks.”


  


  Paul rolled out of bed. His room was bare, naked; walls of slate gray, a single shelf of microfilm canisters the only decoration. The first three volumes on the shelf were: Being and Nothingness, Soul on Ice, Swann’s Way.


  


  Paul said, “And?” with a touch of weariness.


  


  “We’ve got to stop him. This’ll be the end of everything. He must’ve heard of our plans. Did you tell him? Not deliberately, I mean, just let it slip out.”


  


  “I didn’t have to.”


  


  “Oh. Uh . . . well, we can’t go back to Earth. We’ll be nothing there.”


  


  “I will. Even Randall will, but he doesn’t know it. They’ll probably grant youa priesthood.”


  


  “Can’t we forget—?” Elias held out his hands, and Paul was surprised to see they were quivering. “We have to-”


  


  “What are your plans?” Paul picked up a box of dried apricots from the end of the shelf, sat down on the bed and began eating them. (Adream: had it been about brown, soft Zanzee? Probably not. Too old for that kind of dream.)


  


  “I’m going to position my men around. We’ll take the main points, the shuttle tube, hydroponics, internal maintenance, communications, computing. When the ships get here, they will have no choice. Either leave us alone, or wait for us to surrender. They can’t get through a mile of ice.”


  


  “And only a few at a time can come up the tube,” Paul said.


  


  “Right,” Elias said, forcing a harsh note into his voice.


  


  “You’ll kill my grandfather?”


  


  “No, never! There’s no need for that. We’ll only, well, hold him. Until things are safe.”


  


  “Until he dies?” (About Melinda? Brown freckles, red hair?)


  


  “No. Just until Earth decides to leave us alone.”


  


  “If you free him, you’re a fool. Randall is still the First and he has a lot of support. The older people like him, and they want to go back. Hell, I like him myself. He’d make two of you. At least.”


  


  “Together, we can handle him.”


  


  Paul laughed then. He’d been saving it since he woke up, and now he laughed directly in Elias’s face.


  


  After a moment Paul said: “Randall asked me to keep this secret from you, but I guess I can’t any more. We can’t stay here. I know you don’t understand things like orbital dynamics, but—well, Zephyr will come closer to the sun this time than before. The layer of ice will boil away. We’ll have no more raw materials for our hydroponics tanks, no more fusion fuel, and we’ll fry.”


  


  “Are you . . . sure?”


  


  “Positive.” (White ghost? Black ghost?) “I checked it myself.”


  


  “Then...”


  


  “Then you’d better pack your bags.”


  


  Was Elias going to sob? The great prophets of the past had wept frequently.


  


  Elias said, “It’s not right. I—”


  


  “Shut up,” Paul said. (The white ghost held the key—)


  


  “If you had helped—”


  


  “Forget that.” Thoughts swirled in his head.Jesus, analyzingdreams, am I? It’ll be Tarot cards next. “Listen, follow through on what you planned. Send your men out. Put a lot at the tube.”


  


  “I don’t-”


  


  “Move.” Paul stood up, rubbed his eyes and began dressing. “What time is it?” He found his wrist watch. “Oh, middle of the night. Fine.” Elias shuffled his feet, started to say something and then left.


  


  Paul waited a moment, mechanically planning. The dream still bothered him—which was in itself unusual— but he was beginning to feel confident again. The white ghost was Randall. But then, he knew that anyway.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Grandfather,” Paul said softly.


  


  “Uh?” A soft neon clicked on. Randall was stretched diagonally across the bed, eyes clouded from sleep.


  


  “Get up. Elias has made his move.”


  


  “What?”


  


  “He’s got most of the important points already. Come on.” He helped the old man out of bed and into a pullover. Randall took a long time to awaken.


  


  Paul kept him moving with a stream of explanation and prodding, detailing the probable situation. Randall moved slowly, fumbling with his boots, stumbling, unable to believe what was happening.


  


  “A coded signal,” he mumbled, tying shoelaces. “I sent it to Earth, asking for a step-up in the rendezvous. They agreed; knew I could still think clear. Elias might do something, cause some trouble. But I never—”


  


  “It’s not over yet,” Paul said. He’d never seen his grandfather like this—so weak and so old. “The picture isn’t as bad as I’ve painted it. But we’ve got to move.”


  


  They moved, down Randall’s personal elevator, silence clinging to both. Randall chewed his lips, muttering, waving hands awkwardly in the air. Paul used his mind, running over moves, checking, estimating the timing. The elevator stopped.


  


  “Why here?” Randall said. His eyes darted fearfully. A small room; confined. Hard to breathe.


  


  “We’re close to the tube lock. And your suit is kept” —the door slid open—”here. Get into it. Where’s a standard issue?”


  


  Randall motioned at a paneled case on the other side of the room. He cracked the seal on his own suit case and began to pull it on. Paul took the standard suit and began adjusting it to fit his height and size. His personal suit was in a storage vault near the air lock. After a moment, he stopped.


  


  “I can’t do much in a suit like this. I’ll—”


  


  As he started to turn, Randall dropped a hand on his arm. “What’s the point of all this?”


  


  Paul looked down at his grandfather, seeing age shiver inside tired eyes. Guilt erupted inside him, but he fought it. The universe was too large to encompass emotions. “We’re going to decompress the rooms with Elias’s men in them.”


  


  “That’s . . . murder.”


  


  “Only if they refuse to give up. We’ll take the pressure down very low, but they’ll live. I’d never kill anybody. You ought to know that.”


  


  “I ought to,” Randall said. He paused. “But couldn’t I talk to them? I’ve always been able to control them before.”


  


  “No,” Paul said. “It’s never been this bad before.”


  


  Randall nodded. “But why suits for us?”


  


  “Somebody’s got to go in and get them, even if they give up. That’ll be me. If anything goes wrong, I’ll signal over radio, and you can pull the cork on the room. I’ll live. If necessary, you can come in to get me.”


  


  “That’s a good plan,” Randall said. “I wish I’d—”


  


  “Hurry!”


  


  “Yes, right.” Randall fitted the suit yoke over his shoulders.


  


  “I’m going out to the lock,” Paul said. “I’ll get my suit and be back. Stay here.”


  


  “But-”


  


  The closing door sliced off Randall’s protest. Paul propelled himself down the corridor, scarcely touching the walls in a long, loping run. Once, he looked behind him, certain that he’d heard an awkward step tracing his own. But the corridor was empty.


  


  He stopped at the entrance to the lock area. Had Elias’s men moved into position yet? There was only one way to find out. He’d have to walk right in.


  


  Opening the hatch, he poked his head through the hole and looked around. Two short-muzzled pistols were being pointed at him by men he recognized from the meeting yesterday. He grinned. The men stared at him a long moment, then lowered their weapons.


  


  “Got some cord?” Paul said. The two men looked at each other. They clearly didn’t work around the lock. “Never mind.” Paul bounced over to a temporary storage chest, rummaged around, and found some nylon securing threads.


  


  “Be back. Don’t shoot me.” He went back to Randall’s private suiting room.


  


  He opened the door to the room, keeping the cord out of sight, and found Randall looking at him through the view slot of his suit. Randall said something, and then realized Paul could not hear him. He reached for his decompression valve. Paul kicked away from the wall and slammed into Randall’s side, throwing the old man against the wall.


  


  Before Randall could regain his feet, stumbling awkwardly, unaccustomed to a suit after all this time inside, Paul was behind him and had pinned the clamp locks in the suit’s wrists to each other. Randall could free them from inside if he remembered how, but Paul counted on his not remembering immediately.


  


  He was right. Randall struggled to bring his arms around, but they were bound together behind his back. Paul slipped the nylon threads around Randall’s arms. He criss-crossed them through Randall’s legs, shouldering the man about as though he were a large toy, and in a moment had him completely bound.


  


  There was no time for niceties. He scooped up Randall and thrust him out into the corridor. The old man must be getting a hell of a banging, Paul thought, but the suit would keep him from breaking any bones.


  


  He propelled them both down the curving gray hall, breathing rapidly.White ghost. Black ghost. Grappling. The walls of the corridor seemed to close in upon him, and he moved faster, nearly stumbling in his haste. This is my grandfather who lies like a wet sack over my shoulder, he thought. My flesh; my blood. The man who raised me from nothing and made me into the kind of animal who could turn on his own. Mad laughter caught in his throat, and he slammed into the hatch.


  


  He paused for a moment, catching his breath, counting to ten and reciting some Greek. Then he entered the room.


  


  The two men stared at the bundle he carried; even through the view slot, they could see it was Randall.


  


  “How—?” one of them said.


  


  “Shut up,” Paul said. “And hold this for me.” He handed Randall to the men. He had to hurry; Elias would probably be here in a few moments. There wasn’t any time to waste, but . . . Forget that, he told himself. He’s just a man. You owe him nothing; it’s his life or yours. He’s old; you’re young.


  


  He had no trouble finding his personal suit. He slipped into it, and headed back to the central receiving area. Elias was waiting for him, standing over Randall.


  


  “Elias,” Paul said. “Send those men for a cradle of oxy bottles.” Elias had brought two more men with him; Paul wanted them out of the way. “Now.”


  


  “What do you—?”


  


  “Now!”


  


  “Well, all right. Zabronski, Kanyen, do like he says.”


  


  The two trotted off. Elias pointed at Randall. “What—?”


  


  “He’s too much of a symbol. The older people will follow him anywhere. You don’t want that, do you?”


  


  “No. I-”


  


  “Good. Then we’re going to put him out of reach. I’ll take him out with air and food and leave him on the surface of the ice. I’ll hide him in a little valley somewhere, bound, with enough freedom of movement to replace his bottles and feed himself.”


  


  Elias frowned uncertainly. “This seems a bit drastic. Couldn’t we—?”


  


  “Are you afraid?”


  


  “No.” Elias shrugged. “He’s your grandfather.”


  


  And that, Paul thought, was the key. “Open Randall’s suit. I want him to hear us.”


  


  Elias did as directed. Randall’s suit was orange-red, and he looked like a fat, grotesque lobster lying in the main bay of the airlock.


  


  “Paul,” he said, his voice soft, muffled.


  


  “Randall, I-”


  


  “Listen to my instructions,” Elias said. “I am about to cast—”


  


  “I don’t have to listen to you.” Seeing Elias had brought back Randall’s strength. “If you kill me, you’ll let anarchy loose on this world.”


  


  “Anarchy,” Paul said. “And what’s wrong with that?” The two men returned, wheeling a rolling cradle of bottles. They’d been listening: a case of food and water squeeze bottles rode on top.


  


  Randall was glaring at Paul. “I don’t understand,” he began. “My own grandson. Paul, we could have—”


  


  “I’m sorry,” Paul said. “But it was meant to happen this way. I think you knew that all along.”


  


  Randall started to speak, but only nodded lamely.


  


  “Didn’t you ever wonder why you were chosen to be First on Zephyr when the Libs had a majority?” Paul said.


  


  Elias looked strangely at Paul, and Randall again nodded. The other men stood silently, not following a word of the conversation.


  


  “I think I know,” Paul continued. “They had to throw a sop to the planners and bureaucrats and pencil-pushers, and you were it. But they knew you wouldn’t matter, because they were right, in their way, about politics.”


  


  “They were criminals,” Randall said, his voice far away, as if speaking from another time. “All of them.”


  


  “Probably so, before it was finished. By now, I’m a criminal, too. All men of action are criminals to somebody. The Libs wanted this trans-Pluto shot, but not for science or glory. They thought you’d be dead; they didn’t reckon with low-gee and how long it can prolong life. Theydid know that freedom of the kind they dreamed about couldn’t continue in that sardine can Earth was getting to be.”


  


  “Ah,” said Elias. Paul glanced at him. Perhaps he’s smarter than he seems,Paul thought. I’d better hurry this. A man who is dying deserves to know the truth.


  


  “The Libs sent Zephyr out, a small community, independent of Earth. They knew we wouldn’t want to come back after the trip was over. As long as Zephyr was out beyond range of Earth’s fast carriers, she was free. When she runs dry of nitrogen and oxygen, we’ll find another comet out there, beyond the tenth planet. We saw enough on our first pass—next time we’ll know what to look for. And as long as Zephyr is free, somewhere,men are free.”


  


  “If Earth should destroy itself,” Elias said slowly, “we can go back to replenish it.”


  


  Paul could see Elias already working out a role for himself in this new, unplanned drama. He would polish it, get the lines down right, and pretty soon believe it had been his idea all along. And convince the others, too.


  


  But Randall didn’t see it that way. Lying on the floor, his eyes closed, he began to laugh softly.


  


  “What’s funny?” Elias said, irritation flooding his face.


  


  “You are,” Randall said. “And Paul. You and your splendid plans. Going to replenish the Earth, are you? Well, haven’t you forgotten something? You’re not going to be in any position to replenish anything. After Zephyr passes the sun, neither of you will be anything more than a burnt corpse.”


  


  Fear replaced the anger on Elias’s face. He turned on Paul. “What-?”


  


  Paul shook his head. “It’s no problem. I catalogued the solids cruising in the same orbit as Zephyr, the junk that’s followed us all the way around our ellipse. If we use every shuttle and work them constantly, we can collect enough to make a shield of rock. There might even be time to polish the surface, just to be sure we’re safe. A hemisphere a few meters thick should do it.”


  


  Randall laughed again, a bitter laugh. “You have an answer for everything, don’t you?”


  


  “Just about,” Paul said. He looked at his grandfather for a long moment, eyes meeting eyes, then turned to Elias. “Seal Randall’s suit,” he said. “We’ve wasted enough time.”


  


  * * * *


  


  He waited: floating.


  


  “Can you reach the bottles and make the attachment?” Paul called down to Randall. They were connected by a talk pipe of metal that carried sounds between suits.


  


  “I can.”


  


  “Well, let’s hope Earth doesn’t take too long to turn her ships back.”


  


  There was a pause. Then Randall said, “It’s cold out here, Paul.” His voice throbbed with the pain of antiquity. “So cold.”


  


  “You have extra power packs,” Paul said. “Use them.”


  


  The milky light of early dawn on Zephyr’s surface was filtering through the ice, refracted around the edge of the mantle and surfacing here. There was a somber orange to it that made Randall’s suit stand out even more in the shallow hollow Paul had found for him. Down there, resting, the old man looked fragile, and very much alone. Like mankind in the universe, Paul thought. A tiny speck in the dark hollow.


  


  “I’ll die,” Randall said. “You know I’ll die. Look at me and say you don’t know it.”


  


  Paul looked at his grandfather. “I know it’s probable.”


  


  The void stood poised above them both, a vast empty devouring cloud.


  


  “You’re murdering me,” Randall said. “And for what? For acause. For a stupid, silly pointless cause.”


  


  “Not for a cause,” Paul said, for there were no causes in his life. “For me. For my freedom.”


  


  Above, hard stars twisting in the void, shrouded by the brightness of the coma, turned slowly. In a moment, Earth would be visible, bright beacon of Man.


  


  It calls not to me, Paul thought. Let it call to Randall.


  


  “Paul-! Please-!”


  


  I loved him once, Paul thought, and I’ve never loved anyone else. I worshipped his feet, kissed his every word. And now I’ve killed him.


  


  Paul lifted the talk pipe away from Randall and attached it to the side of the shuttle. He stared down at the lone figure on the ice for a moment, then started the shuttle’s jet. He did not wave. He did not look back.


  


  The hollow that held Randall was twenty-five kilometers from the tube, but the trip was short. He flew over raw knives of dark ice, into the dawn. Paul clicked on his suit radio and called the lock.


  


  “All secured,” Paul said, his tone controlled. “Coming in.”


  


  There was a brief reply, from Elias.


  


  Everything, from the start, had depended upon rushing Elias, keeping him moving, not letting him think. Randall wasn’t the major obstacle, but he could have been if he’d stayed in Zephyr. It was Elias who would decide it all.


  


  Paul moved the shuttle and dropped down the tube. The light around him dimmed and wavered, casting pale replicas of the shuttle’s shadow.Black ghost, falling.


  


  Paul remembered one line from the babble Randall had shouted on the trip out:


  


  Do you really want to live under Elias?


  


  Elias was the key. Once Paul gave him the idea of putting Randall in cold storage on the surface, what was more natural than the next step? Paul hadn’t given a damn about the kindergarten politics Elias had played . . . but now things were different. And Paul was the only rival Elias had. Now, like it or not, he had to play the game.


  


  He eased back on the jets and braked. The running lights had come on automatically and he maneuvered the shuttle into its berth. He felt a bit giddy in free fall; not enough breakfast. And what would he be doing now, Paul wondered, if Zanzee had slept with him last night, and he’d thrown Elias out when he’d come with the message? Paul grinned to himself, then laughed aloud. He didn’t know. Events made the man. (And the murderer?)


  


  He kicked off and approached the personnel air lock. The operational lights were normal; everything looked the same.


  


  But if Elias seized his chance, he could seal Paul out forever, make him, too, a prisoner. In a moment, Paul saw it: he and Randall together and dying, with madness approaching, and hunger and thirst, and the terrible cold.


  


  For an instant he cursed himself and his irrationality. He had done the job himself because—at last, he thought, are you going to admit it to yourself?—because Randall was his own blood. He could not send one of his own down that last dark path, alone. The act, in finality, had to be his.


  


  Paul could have assigned this to another. He should be—now—with Elias, waiting for some lieutenant to return from the cold.


  


  He should, said logic. But he knew that he could not, beyond all logics and all systems. To save any thread of dignity, the blade should come to Randall from one of his own.


  


  Before he could catch it, some small voice in the turmoil of his mind asked:


  


  And is that all? You did not know that a lieutenant, having done a general’s job, will never truly be a lieutenant again? Are you sure there was no calculation?


  


  Paul felt himself go rigid for a moment, blocking the thought. This, he thought, was what he had not expected. Once you begin to play the game and count the points, once that, things are not so clear. He would never really know for sure.


  


  “I’m secured out here,” Paul called over his radio. “Cycle the lock.”


  


  There was a pause. Paul put his hand on the lock hatch and waited. Seconds slipped slowly past.


  


  Then it happened: A tremor, ever so slight, and the hatch came free.


  


  Paul stepped through.


  


  The gamble had worked. Elias hadn’t thought quite fast enough. Paul was a free man. Once inside, he knew he could face down Elias and any of the men Elias had with him.


  


  Paul breathed deeply of the oily air of the suit. It reeked with tension, death, and fear.


  


  Do you really want to live under Elias?


  


  No. He didn’t intend to.


  


  But why, he thought, why am I crying?
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  If you read the cover blurbs on a book before you look inside, you probably noticed that this story is about the election of the first robot Pope: did you snort that that was ridiculous, or did you think, well, another clever little science fiction parable? Or did you, perhaps, look again at Bob Silverberg’s byline, and remember the seriousness and ingenuity that have become his hallmarks? Good News from the Vatican is indeed a silly story, but silliness has a legitimate function in art; and it’s also a clever story, but that’s putting it mildly. I think this is my own favorite story in this book.


   


  


  GOOD NEWS FROM THE VATICAN


  Robert Silverberg


  


  


  
    This is the morning everyone has waited for, when at last the robot cardinal is to be elected pope. There can no longer be any doubt of the outcome. The conclave has been deadlocked for many days between the obstinate advocates of Cardinal Asciuga of Milan and Cardinal Carciofo of Genoa, and word has gone out that a compromise is in the making. All factions now are agreed on the selection of the robot. This morning I read in Osservatore Romano that the Vatican computer itself has taken a and in the deliberations. The computer has been strongly urging the candidacy of the robot. I suppose we should not be surprised by this loyalty among machines. Nor should we let it distress us. We absolutely must not let it distress us.


    


    “Every era gets the pope it deserves,” Bishop FitzPatrick observed somewhat gloomily today at breakfast. “The proper pope for our times is a robot, certainly. At some future date it may be desirable for the pope to be a whale, an automobile, a cat, a mountain.” Bishop FitzPatrick stands well over two meters in height and his normal facial expression is a morbid, mournful one. Thus it is impossible for us to determine whether any particular pronouncement of his reflects existential despair or placid acceptance. Many years ago he was a star player for the Holy Cross championship basketball team. He has come to Rome to do research for a biography of St. Marcellus the Righteous.


    


    We have been watching the unfolding drama of the papal election from an outdoor cafe several blocks from the Square of St. Peter’s. For all of us, this has been an unexpected dividend of our holiday in Rome; the previous pope was reputed to be in good health and there was no reason to suspect that a successor would have to be chosen for him this summer.


    


    Each morning we drive across by taxi from our hotel near the Via Veneto and take up our regular positions around “our” table. From where we sit, we all have a clear view of the Vatican chimney through which the smoke of the burning ballots rises: black smoke if no pope has been elected, white if the conclave has been successful. Luigi, the owner and headwaiter, automatically brings us our preferred beverages: Fernet-Branca for Bishop FitzPatrick, Campari and soda for Rabbi Mueller, Turkish coffee for Miss Harshaw, lemon squash for Kenneth and Beverly, and Pernod on the rocks for me. We take turns paying the check, although Kenneth has not paid it even once since our vigil began. Yesterday, when Miss Harshaw paid, she emptied her purse and found herself 350 lire short; she had nothing else except hundred-dollar travelers’ checks. The rest of us looked pointedly at Kenneth but he went on calmly sipping his lemon squash. After a brief period of tension Rabbi Mueller produced a 500-lire coin and rather irascibly slapped the heavy silver piece against the table. The rabbi is known for his short temper and vehement style. He is twenty-eight years old, customarily dresses in a fashionable plaid cassock and silvered sunglasses, and frequently boasts that he has never performed a bar mitzvah ceremony for his congregation, which is in Wicomico County, Maryland. He believes that the rite is vulgar and obsolete, and invariably farms out all his bar mitzvahs to a franchised organization of itinerant clergymen who handle such affairs on a commission basis. Rabbi Mueller is an authority on angels.


    


    Our group is divided over the merits of electing a robot as the new pope. Bishop FitzPatrick, Rabbi Mueller and I are in favor of the idea. Miss Harshaw, Kenneth and Beverly are opposed. It is interesting to note that both of our gentlemen of the cloth, one quite elderly and one fairly young, support this remarkable departure from tradition. Yet the three “swingers” among us do not.


    


    I am not sure why I align myself with the progressives. I am a man of mature years and fairly sedate ways. Nor have I ever concerned myself with the doings of the Church of Rome. I am unfamiliar with Catholic dogma and unaware of recent currents of thought within the Church. Still, I have been hoping for the election of the robot since the start of the conclave.


    


    Why? I wonder. Is it because the image of a metal creature upon the Throne of St. Peter’s stimulates my imagination and tickles my sense of the incongruous? That is, is my support of the robot purely an aesthetic matter? Or is it, rather, a function of my moral cowardice? Do I secretly think that this gesture will buy the robots off? Am I privately saying, Give them the papacy and maybe they won’t want other things for a while? No. I can’t believe anything so unworthy of myself. Possibly I am for the robot because. I am a person of unusual sensitivity to the needs of others.


    


    “If he’s elected,” says Rabbi Mueller, “he plans an immediate time-sharing agreement with the Dalai Lama and a reciprocal plug-in with the head programmer of the Greek Orthodox Church, just for starters. I’m told he’ll make ecumenical overtures to the rabbinate as well, which is certainly something for all of us to look forward to.”


    


    “I don’t doubt that there’ll be many corrections in the customs and practices of the hierarchy,” Bishop FitzPatrick declares. “For example, we can look forward to superior information-gathering techniques as the Vatican computer is given a greater role in the operations of the Curia. Let me illustrate by-”


    


    “What an utterly ghastly notion,” Kenneth says. He is a gaudy young man with white hair and pink eyes. Beverly is either his wife or his sister. She rarely speaks. Kenneth makes the sign of the Cross with offensive brusqueness and murmurs, “In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Automaton.” Miss Harshaw giggles but chokes the giggle off when she sees my disapproving face.


    


    Dejectedly, but not responding at all to the interruption, Bishop FitzPatrick continues, “Let me illustrate by giving you some figures I obtained yesterday afternoon. I read in the newspaper Oggi that during the last five years, according to a spokesman for the Missiones Catholic, the Church has increased its membership in Yugoslavia from 19,381,403 to 23,501,062. But the government census taken last year gives the total population of Yugoslavia at 23,575,194. That leaves only 74,132 for the other religious and irreligious bodies. Aware of the large Moslem population of Yugoslavia, I suspected an inaccuracy in the published statistics and consulted the computer in St. Peter’s, which informed me”-the bishop, pausing, produces a lengthy printout and unfolds it across much of the table-”that the last count of the Faithful in Yugoslavia, made a year and a half ago, places our numbers at 14,206,198. Therefore an overstatement of 9,294,864 has been made. Which is absurd. And perpetuated. Which is damn able.”


    


    “What does he look like?” Miss Harshaw asks. “Does anyone have any idea?”


    


    “He’s like all the rest,” says Kenneth. “A shiny metal box with wheels below and eyes on top.”


    


    “You haven’t seen him,” Bishop FitzPatrick interjects. “I don’t think it’s proper for you to assume that-”


    


    “They’re all alike,” Kenneth says. “Once you’ve seen one, you’ve seen all of them. Shiny boxes. Wheels. Eyes. And voices coming out of their bellies like mechanized belches. Inside, they’re all cogs and gears.” Kenneth shudders delicately. “It’s too much for me to accept. Let’s have another round of drinks, shall we?”


    


    Rabbi Mueller says, “It so happens that I’ve seen him with my own eyes.”


    


    “You have?” Beverly exclaims.


    


    Kenneth scowls at her. Luigi, approaching, brings a tray of new drinks for everyone. I hand him a 5000-lire note. Rabbi Mueller removes his sunglasses and breathes on their brilliantly reflective surfaces. He has small, watery gray eyes and a bad squint. He says, “The cardinal was the keynote speaker at the Congress of World Jewry that was held last fall in Beirut. His theme was ‘Cybernetic Ecumenicism for Contemporary Man.’ I was there. I can tell you that His Eminence is tall and distinguished, with a fine voice and a gentle smile. There’s something inherently melancholy about his manner that reminds me greatly of our friend the bishop, here. His movements are graceful and his wit is keen.”


    


    “But he’s mounted on wheels, isn’t he?” Kenneth persists.


    


    “On treads,” replies the rabbi, giving Kenneth a fiery, devastating look and resuming his sunglasses. “Treads, like a tractor has. But I don’t think that treads are spiritually inferior to feet, or, for that matter, to wheels. If I were a Catholic I’d be proud to have a man like that as my pope.”


    


    “Not a man,” Miss Harshaw puts in. A giddy edge enters her voice whenever she addresses Rabbi Mueller. “A robot,” she says. “He’s not a man, remember?”


    


    “A robot like that as my pope, then,” Rabbi Mueller says, shrugging at the correction. He raises his glass. “To the new pope!”


    


    “To the new pope!” cries Bishop FitzPatrick.


    


    Luigi comes rushing from his cafe. Kenneth waves him away. “Wait a second,” Kenneth says. “The election isn’t over yet. How can you be so sure?”


    


    “The Osservatore Romano,” I say, “indicates in this morning’s edition that everything will be decided today. Cardinal Carciofo has agreed to withdraw in his favor, in return for a larger real-time allotment when the new computer hours are decreed at next year’s consistory.”


    


    “In other words, the fix is in,” Kenneth says.


    


    Bishop FitzPatrick sadly shakes his head. “You state things much too harshly, my son. For three weeks now we have been without a Holy Father. It is God’s Will that we shall have a pope; the conclave, unable to choose between the candidacies of Cardinal Carciofo and Cardinal Ascitiga, thwarts that Will; if necessary,’ therefore, we must make certain accommodations with the realities of the times so that His Will shall not be further frustrated. Prolonged politicking within the conclave now becomes sinful. Cardinal Carciofo’s sacrifice of his personal ambitions is not as self-seeking an act as you would claim.”


    


    Kenneth continues to attack poor Carciofo’s motives for withdrawing. Beverly occasionally applauds his cruel sallies. Miss Harshaw several times declares her unwillingness to remain a communicant of a church whose leader is a machine. I find this dispute distasteful and swing my chair away from the table to have a better view of the Vatican. At this moment the cardinals are meeting in the Sistine Chapel. How I wish I were there! What splendid mysteries are being enacted in that gloomy, magnificent room! Each prince of the Church now sits on a small throne surmounted by a violet-hued canopy. Fat wax tapers glimmer on the desk before each throne. Masters of ceremonies move solemnly through the vast chamber, carrying the silver basins in which the blank ballots repose. These basins are placed on the table before the altar. One by one the cardinals advance to the table, take ballots, return to their desks. Now, lifting their quill pens, they begin to write. “I, Cardinal , elect to the Supreme Pontificate the Most Reverend Lord my Lord Cardinal .” What name do they fill in? Is -it Carciofo? Is it Asciuga? Is it the name of some obscure and shriveled prelate from Madrid or Heidelberg, some last-minute choice of the anti-robot faction in its desperation? Or are they writing his name? The sound of scratching pens is loud in the chapel. The cardinals are completing their ballots, sealing them at the ends, folding them, folding them again and again, carrying them to the altar, dropping them into the great gold chalice. So have they done every morning and every afternoon for days, as the deadlock has prevailed.


    


    “I read in the Herald Tribune a couple of days ago,” says Miss Harshaw, “that a delegation of two hundred and fifty young Catholic robots from Iowa is waiting at the Des Moines airport for news of the election. If their man gets in, they’ve got a chartered flight ready to leave, and they intend to request that they be granted the Holy Father’s first public audience.”


    


    “There can be no doubt,” Bishop FitzPatrick agrees, “that his election will bring a great many people of synthetic origin into the fold of the Church.”


    


    “While driving out plenty of flesh-and-blood people!” Miss Harshaw says shrilly.


    


    “I doubt that,” says the bishop. “Certainly there will be some feelings of shock, of dismay, of injury, of loss, for some of us at first. But these will pass. The inherent goodness of the new pope, to which Rabbi Mueller alluded, will prevail. Also I believe that technologically minded young folk everywhere will be encouraged to join the Church. Irresistible religious impulses will be awakened throughout the world.”


    


    “Can you imagine two hundred and fifty robots clanking into St. Peter’s?” Miss Harshaw demands.


    


    I contemplate the distant Vatican. The morning sunlight is brilliant and dazzling, but the assembled cardinals, walled away from the world, cannot enjoy its gay sparkle. They all have voted, now. The three cardinals who were chosen by lot as this morning’s scrutators of the vote have risen. One of them lifts the chalice and shakes it, mixing the ballots. Then he places it on the table before the altar; a second scrutator removes the ballots and counts them. He ascertains that the number of ballots is identical to the number of cardinals present. The ballots now have been transferred to a ciborium, which is a goblet ordinarily used to hold the consecrated bread of the Mass. The first scrutator withdraws a ballot, unfolds it, reads its inscription; passes it to the second scrutator, who reads it also; then it is given to the third scrutator, who reads the name aloud. Asciuga? Carciofo? Some other? His?


    


    Rabbi Mueller is discussing angels. “Then we have the Angels of the Throne, known in Hebrew as arelim or ophanim. There are seventy of them, noted primarily for their steadfastness. Among them are the angels Orifiel, Ophaniel, Zabkiel, Jophiel, Ambriel, Tychagar, Barael, Quelamia, Paschar, Boel and Raum. Some of these are no longer found in Heaven and are numbered among the fallen angels in Hell.”


    


    “So much for their steadfastness,” says Kenneth.


    


    “Then, too,” the rabbi goes on, “there are the Angels of the Presence, who apparently were circumcised at the moment of their creation. These are Michael, Metatron, Suriel, Sandalphon, Uriel, Saraqael, Astanphaeus, Phanuel, Jehoel, Zagzagael, Yefefiah and Akatriel. But I think my favorite of the whole group is the Angel of Lust, who is mentioned in Talmud Bereshith Rabba Eighty-five as follows, that when Judah was about to pass by-”


    


    They have finished counting the votes by this time, surely. An immense throng has assembled in the Square of St. Peter’s. The sunlight gleams off hundreds if not thousands of steel jacketed crania. This must be a wonderful day for the robot population of Rome. But most of those in the piazza are creatures of flesh and blood: old women in black, gaunt young pickpockets, boys with puppies, plump vendors of sausages, and an assortment of poets, philosophers, generals, legislators, tourists and fishermen. How has the tally gone? We will have our answer shortly. If no candidate has had a majority, they will mix the ballots with wet straws before casting them into the chapel stove, and black smoke will billow from the chimney. But if a pope has been elected, the straw will be dry, the smoke will be white.


    


    The system has agreeable resonances. I like it. It gives me the satisfaction one normally derives from a flawless work of art: the Tristan chord, let us say, or the teeth of the frog in Bosch’s Temptation of St. Anthony. I await the outcome with fierce concentration. I am certain of the result; I can already feel the irresistible religious impulses awakening in me. Although I feel, also, an odd nostalgia for the days of flesh-and-blood popes. Tomorrow’s newspapers will have no interviews with the Holy Father’s aged mother in Sicily, nor with his proud younger brother in San Francisco. And will this grand ceremony of election ever be held again? Will we need another pope, when this one whom we will soon have can be repaired so easily?


    


    Ah. The white smoke! The moment of revelation comes!


    


    A figure emerges on the central balcony of the facade of St. Peter’s, spreads a web of cloth of gold and disappears. The blaze of light against that fabric stuns the eye. It reminds me perhaps of moonlight coldly kissing the sea at Castellammare or, perhaps even more, of the noonday glare rebounding from the breast of the Caribbean off the coast of St. John. A second figure, clad in ermine and vermilion, has appeared on the balcony. “The cardinal archdeacon,” Bishop FitzPatrick whispers. People have started to faint. Luigi stands beside me, listening to the proceedings on a tiny radio. Kenneth says, “It’s all been fixed.” Rabbi Mueller hisses at him to be still. Miss Harshaw begins to sob. Beverly softly recites the Pledge of Allegiance, crossing herself throughout. This is a wonderful moment for me. I think it is the most truly contemporary moment I have ever experienced.


    


    The amplified voice of the cardinal archdeacon cries, “I announce to you great joy. We have a pope.”


    


    Cheering commences, and grows in intensity as the cardinal archdeacon tells the world that the newly chosen pontiff is indeed that cardinal, that noble and distinguished person, that melancholy and austere individual, whose elevation to the Holy See we have all awaited so intensely for so long. “He has imposed upon himself,” says the cardinal archdeacon, “the name of-”


    


    Lost in the cheering. I turn to Luigi. “Who? What name?”


    


    “Sisto Settimo,” Luigi tells me.


    


    Yes, and there he is, Pope Sixtus the Seventh, as we now must call him. A tiny figure clad in the silver and gold papal robes, arms outstretched to the multitude, and, yes! the sunlight glints on his cheeks, his lofty forehead, there is the brightness of polished steel Luigi is already on his knees. I kneel beside him. Miss Harshaw, Beverly, Kenneth, even the rabbi all kneel, for beyond doubt this is a miraculous event. The pope comes forward on his balcony Now he will deliver the traditional apostolic benediction to the city and to the world. “Our help is in the Name of the Lord,” he declares gravely. He activates the levitator jets beneath his arms; even at this distance I can see the two small puffs of smoke. White smoke, again. He begins to rise into the air. “Who hath made heaven and earth,” he says. “May Almighty God, Father, Son and Holy Ghost, bless you.” His voice rolls majestically toward us. His shadow extends across the whole piazza. Higher and higher he goes, until he is lost to sight. Kenneth taps Luigi. “Another round of drinks,” he says, and presses a bill of high denomination into the innkeeper’s fleshy palm. Bishop FitzPatrick weeps. Rabbi Mueller embraces Miss Harshaw. The new pontiff, I think, has begun his reign in an auspicious way.
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  For the past several years, Clarion State College in Pennsylvania has been running summer classes in science fiction writing under the direction of sf author Robin Scott Wilson, with visiting instructors such as Fritz Leiber, Damon Knight, Kate Wilhelm, Samuel R. Delany, Joanna Russ and Harlan Ellison. Editors in New York have learned to pay attention when someone who has taught at Clarion comes to town raving about a new talent discovered in the class. There are three Clarion alumni in this book, Edward Bryant being one of them. In his first of two stories in these pages, Bryant tells of an inventor with a device to edit time, of a young boy terrified by the reality of his dreams, and of his governess, a catmother. You don’t know what a catmother is? Read the story.


   


  


  JADE BLUE


  Edward Bryant


  


  


  “And this,” said Timnath Obregon, “is the device I have invented to edit time.”


  


  The quartet of blurred and faded ladies from the Craterside Park Circle of Aesthetes made appreciative sounds: the whisper of a dry wind riffling the plates of a long out-of-print art folio.


  


  “Time itself.”


  


  “Fascinating, yes.”


  


  “Quite.”


  


  The fourth lady said nothing, but pursed wrinkled lips. She fixed the inventor in a coquettish gaze. Obregon averted his eyes. How, he wondered, did he deserve to be appreciated in this fashion? He had begun to wish the ladies would leave him to his laboratory.


  


  “Dear Mr. Obregon,” said the hitherto silent one. “You have no idea how much we appreciate the opportunity to visit your laboratory. This district of Cinnabar was growing tedious. It is so refreshing to encounter an eminent personality such as yourself.”


  


  Obregon’s smile was strained. “I thank you, but my fame may be highly transitory.”


  


  Four faces were enraptured.


  


  “My APE—” The inventor took a cue from the concert of rising eyebrows. “Ah, that’s my none-too-clever acronym for the artificial probability enhancer. My device seems on the brink of being invented simultaneously —or worse, first—by a competitor at the Tancarae Institute. One Dr. Sebastian Le Goff.”


  


  “Then this machine is not yet, um, fully invented?”


  


  “Not fully developed. No, I’m afraid not.” Obregon thought he heard one of the ladies tsking, an action he had previously believed only a literary invention. “But it’s very, very close to completion,” he hastened to say. “Here, let me show you. I can’t offer a full demonstration, of course, but—” He smiled winningly.


  


  Obregon seated himself before the floor-to-ceiling crystal pillar which was the APE. He placed his hands on a brushed-metal console. “These are the controls. The keyboard is for the programming of probability changes.” He stabbed the panel with an index finger; the crystal pillar glowed fluorescent orange. “The device is powered inductively by the vortical time-streams which converge in the center of Cinnabar.” His finger darted again and the pillar resumed its transparency. “For now I’m afraid that’s all I can show you.”


  


  “Very pretty, though.”


  


  “I think blue would be so much more attractive.’’


  


  “I found the most cunning sapphire curtain material yesterday.”


  


  “Tea would be marvelous, Mr. Obregon.”


  


  “Please, ladies. Call me Timnath.” The inventor walked to a tangle of plastic tubing on an antiseptic counter. “I’m a habitual tea drinker, so I installed this instant brewing apparatus.” He slid a white panel aside and removed five delicate double-handled cups. “The blend for today is black dragon pekoe. Satisfactory with everyone?”


  


  Nodding of heads; brittle rustle of dying leaves.


  


  “Cream and sugar?”


  


  The tall one: “Goat cream, please.”


  


  The short one: “Two sugars, please.”


  


  The most indistinct one: “Nothing, thank you.”


  


  The flirtatious one: “Mother’s milk, if you would.”


  


  Obregon punched out the correct combinations on the teamaker’s panel and rotated the cups under the spigot.


  


  From behind him one of the ladies said, “Timnath, what will you do with your machine?”


  


  Obregon hesitated. “I’m not sure, really. I’ve always rather liked the way things are. But I’ve invented a way of changing them. Maybe it’s a matter of curiosity.”


  


  Then he turned and distributed the tea. They sat and sipped and talked of science and the arts.


  


  “I firmly believe,” said the inventor, “that scienceis an art.”


  


  “Yes,” said the flirtatious lady. “I gather that you pay little attention to either the practical or commercial applications of technology.” She smiled at him from behind steepled fingers.


  


  “Quite so. Many at the Institute call me a dilettante.”


  


  The tall lady said, “I believe it’s time to go. Timnath, we thank you for allowing us to impose. It has been a pleasure.” She dashed her teacup to the tile floor. Her companions followed suit.


  


  Startled by their abruptness, Obregon almost forgot to smash his own nearly empty cup. He stood politely as the ladies filed past him to the door. Their postures were strangely alike; each in her brown dress reminded him of the resurrectronic cassowaries he admired at the Natural History Club.


  


  “A pleasure,” repeated the tall lady.


  


  “Quite.” (The short one).


  


  Exit the flirt. “Perhaps I’ll be seeing you again soon?” Her gaze lingered and Obregon looked aside, mumbling some pleasantry.


  


  The fourth lady, the one whose features had not seemed to jell, paused in the doorway. She folded her arms so that the hands tucked into her armpits. She jumped up and down, flapping her truncated limbs. “Scraw! Scraw!” The soft door whuffed shut.


  


  Taken aback, Obregon felt the need for another cup of tea and he sat down. On the table a small black cylinder stood on end. It could have been a tube of lipsalve. Apparently it had been forgotten by one of his guests. Curious, he picked it up. It was very light. He unscrewed one end; the cylinder was empty. Obregon raised the object to his nose. There was the distinct acrid tang of silver iodide emulsion.


  


  “It appears,” said Obregon softly, “to be an empty film canister.”


  


  * * * *


  


  A child’s scream in a child’s night. A purring, enfolding comfort. A loneliness of nightmares and the waking world and the indistinct borderland. A feline reassurance.


  


  “Don’t cry, baby. I’ll hold you close and rock you.”


  


  George buried his face in the soft blue fur which blotted his tears. “Jade Blue, I love you.”


  


  “I know,” said the catmother softly. “I love you too. Now sleep.”


  


  “I cant,” George said. “They’ll find me again.” His voice rose in pitch and his body moved restlessly; he clutched at Jade Blue’s warm flank. “They’ll get me in the shadows, and some will hold me down, and the one will reach for—”


  


  “Dreams,” said Jade Blue. “They can’t hurt you.” Feeling inside her the lie. Her fingerpads caressed the boy’s head and drew it close again.


  


  “I’m afraid.” George’s voice was distantly hysterical.


  


  The governess guided the boy’s head. “Drink now.” His lips found the rough nipple and sucked instinctively. Her milk soothed, gently narcotic; and he swallowed slowly. “Jade Blue . . .” The whisper was nearly inaudible. “I love you.” The boy’s tense body began to relax.


  


  Jade Blue rocked him slowly, carefully wiping away the thin trickle of milk from the corner of his mouth; then lay down and cuddled the boy against her. After a time she also slept.


  


  And awoke, night-wary. She was alone. With an angry snarl, quickly clipped off, she struggled from the bed. Jade Blue extended all her senses and caught a subtle scent of fear, a soft rub of something limp on flagstones, the quick flash of shadow on shadow.


  


  A black, vaguely anthropomorphic shape moved in the darkness of the doorway. There were words, but they were so soft as to seem exhaled rather than spoken: “Forget it, pussy.” A mouth gaped and grinned. “He’s ours, cat.”


  


  Jade Blue screamed and leaped with claws outthrust. The shadow figure did not move; it squeaked and giggled as the catmother tore it apart. Great portions of shadowstuff, light as ash, flew about the room. The mocking laughter faded.


  


  She paused in the doorway, flanks heaving, sucking in breath. Her wide, pupilless eyes strained to interpret the available light. Sharp-pointed ears tilted forward. The enormous house, very quiet; except—


  


  Jade Blue padded swiftly down the hall, easily threading the irregular masses of inert sculpture. She ran silently, but in her mind:


  


  Stupid cat! That shadow was a decoy, a diversion.


  


  Foolish woman! The boy is my trust.


  


  Find him. If anything has happened to him, I will be punished.


  


  If anything has happened to him, I shall kill myself.


  


  A sound. The game room.


  


  They couldn’t have taken him far.


  


  That bitch Merreile! I could tear out her throat.


  


  How could she do it to him?


  


  Close now. Quietly.


  


  The double doors of the game room stood ajar. Jade Blue slipped between their baroquely carved edges. The room was large and echoing with the paraphernalia of childhood: glaze-eyed hobbyhorses, infinite shelves of half-assembled model kits, ranks of books and tapes and dot-cases, balls, mallets, frayed creatures spilling stuffing, instruments of torture, gaming boards, and an infrared spectrometer. The catmother moved carefully through George’s labyrinth of memories.


  


  In a cleared space in the far end she found him. George lay on his back, spread-eagled, straining weakly against intangible fetters. Around him flocked the moving shadows, dark succubus-shapes. One of them crouched low over the boy and brushed shadow lips around flesh.


  


  George’s mouth moved and he mewed weakly, like a kitten. He raised his head and stared past the shadows at Jade Blue.


  


  The catmother resisted her first berserker reaction. Instead she stepped quickly to the near wall and found the lighting panel. She pressed a square and dim illumination glowed from the walls; pressed harder and the light brightened, then seared. Proper shadows vanished. The moving shadow creatures raveled like poorly woven fabric and were gone. Jade Blue felt an ache beginning in her retinas and dimmed the light to a bearable level.


  


  On the floor George was semi-conscious. Jade Blue picked him up easily. His eyes were open, their movements rapid and random, but he was seeing nothing. Jade Blue cradled the boy close and walked down the long hallways to their bedroom.


  


  George was dreamless the remainder of the long night. Once, closer to wakening, he stirred and lightly touched Jade Blue’s breasts. “Kitty, kitty,” he said. “Nice kitty.” Friendlier shadows closed about them both until morning.


  


  * * * *


  


  When George awoke he felt a coarse grade of sand abrade the inside of his eyelids. He rubbed with his fists, but the sensation lingered. His mouth was dry. George experimentally licked the roof of his mouth; it felt like textured plastic. There was no taste. He stretched, winced, joints aching. The syndrome was familiar; it was the residue of bad dreams.


  


  “I’m hungry.” He reclined against the crumpled blue satin. A seed of querulousness: “I’m hungry.” Still no response. “Jade Blue?” He was hungry, and a bit lonely. The two conditions were complementary in George, and both omnipresent.


  


  George swung his legs off the bed. “Cold!” He drew on the pair of plush slippers; then, otherwise naked, he walked into the hall.


  


  Sculptures in various stages of awakening nodded at George as he passed. The stylization of David yawned and scratched its crotch. “ ‘Morning, George.”


  


  “Good morning, David.”


  


  The replica of a Third Cycle odalisque ignored him as usual.


  


  “Bitch,” George mumbled.


  


  “Mommy’s boy,” mocked the statue of Victory Rampant.


  


  George ignored her and hurried past.


  


  The abstract Pranksters Group tried to cheer him up, but failed miserably.


  


  “Just shut up,” said George. “All of you.”


  


  Eventually the sculptures were left behind and George walked down a paneled hallway. The hall finally described a Klein turn, twisted in upon itself, and exited into the laboratory of Timnath Obregon.


  


  Luminous pearl walls funneled toward the half-open door. George saw a quick swirl of lab smock. He was suddenly conscious of the silence of his steps. He knew he should announce himself. But then he overheard the dialogue:


  


  “If his parents would come home, that might help.” The voice was husky, the vowels drawn out. Jade Blue.


  


  “Not a chance,” said Obregon’s tenor. “They’re too close to City Center by now. I couldn’t even begin to count the subjective years before they’ll be back.”


  


  George waited outside the doorway and listened.


  


  Jade Blue’s voice complained. “Well, couldn’t they have found a better time for a second honeymoon? Or third, or fourth, or whatever.”


  


  A verbal shrug. “They are, after all, researchers with a curious bent. And the wonders which lie closer to the center of Cinnabar are legendary. I can’t blame them for their excursion. They had lived in this family group a rather long time.”


  


  “Oh shit, you idiot human! You’re rationalizing.”


  


  “Not entirely. George’s mother and father are sentients. They have a right to their own life.”


  


  “They also have responsibilities.” Pause. “Merreile. That fathersucking little—”


  


  “They couldn’t have known when they hired her, Jade Blue. Her, um, peculiarities didn’t become apparent until she had been George’s governess for several months. Even then, no one knew the ultimate results.”’


  


  “No one knew! No one cared, you mean.”


  


  “That’s a bit harsh, Jade—”


  


  “Listen, you pale imitation of an open mind. Can’t you see? They’re the most selfish people alive. They want to take nothing from themselves, give nothing to their son.”


  


  Silence for a few seconds.


  


  Jade Blue again: “You’re a kind man, but so damned obtuse!”


  


  “I’m quite fond of George,” said the inventor.


  


  “And I also. I love him as one of my own. It’s too bad his own parents don’t.”


  


  In the hallway George was caught in an ambivalence of emotion. He missed his parents horribly. But he also loved Jade Blue. So he began to cry.


  


  * * * *


  


  Obregon tinkered with a worms’ warren of platinum filaments.


  


  Jade Blue paced the interior of the laboratory and wished she could switch her vestigial tail.


  


  George finished his milk and licked the last cookie crumb from his palm.


  


  A large raven flapped lazily through a window in the far end of the lab. “Scraw! Scraw!”


  


  “Ha!” The inventor snapped his fingers and glistening panes slid into place; the doors shut; the room was sealed. Apparently confused, the raven fluttered in a tight circle, screaming in hoarse echoes.


  


  “Jade, get the boy down!” Obregon reached under the APE’s console and came up with a cocked and loaded crossbow. The bird saw the weapon, snap-rolled into a turn and dive, darted for the closest window. It struck the pane and rebounded.


  


  George let Jade Blue pull him down under one of the lab tables.


  


  Wings beat furiously as the raven caromed off a wall, attempting evasive action. Obregon coolly aimed the crossbow and squeezed the trigger. The short square-headed quarrel passed completely through the raven and embedded itself in the ceiling. The bird, wings frozen in mid-flap, cartwheeled through the air and struck the floor at Obregon’s feet. Stray black feathers autumnleafed to the floor.


  


  The inventor gingerly toyed the body; no movement. “Fool. Such underestimation.” He turned to Jade Blue and his nephew, who were extracting themselves from beneath the table. “Perhaps I’m less distracted than you charge.”


  


  The catmother licked delicately at her rumpled blue fur. “Care to explain all this?”


  


  Obregon picked up the body of the raven with the air of a man lifting a package of particularly fulsome garbage. “Simulacrum,” he said. “A construct. If I dissected it properly I’d discover a quite sophisticated surveillance and recording system.” He caught Jade Blue’s green eyes. “It’s a spy, you see.” He dropped the carcass into the disposer where it vanished in a golden flare and the transitory odor of well-done meat.


  


  “It was big,” said George.


  


  “Good observation. Wingspread of at least two meters. That’s larger than any natural raven.”


  


  “Who,” asked Jade Blue, “is spying?”


  


  “A competitor, fellow named Le Goff, a man of no certain ethics and fewer scruples. A day ago he brought his spies here to check the progress of my new invention. It was all done very clumsily so that I’d notice. Le Goff is worse than a mere thief. He mocks me.” Obregon gestured toward the artificial probability enhancer.


  


  “It’s that he wishes to complete before I do.”


  


  “A crystal pillar?” said Jade Blue. “How marvelous.”


  


  “Quiet, cat. My machine can edit time. I will be able to alter the present by modifying the past.”


  


  “Is that all it does?”


  


  Obregon seemed disgusted. “In my own home I don’t need mockery.”


  


  “Sorry. You sounded pompous.”


  


  The inventor forced a laugh. “I suppose so. It’s Le Golf who has driven me to that. All I’ve ever wanted was to be left in peace to work my theories. Now I feel I’m being forced into some sort of confrontation.”


  


  “And competition?”


  


  Obregon nodded. “Just why, I don’t know. I worked with Le Goff for years at the Institute. He was always a man of obscure motives.”


  


  “You’re a good shot,” said George.


  


  Obregon self-consciously set the crossbow on the console. “It’s a hobby. I’d only practiced with stationary targets before.”


  


  “Can I try it?”


  


  “I think you’re probably too small. It takes a great deal of strength to cock the bow.”


  


  “I’m not too small to pull the trigger.”


  


  “No,” said Obregon. “You’re not.” He smiled. “After lunch we’ll go out to the range. I’ll let you shoot.”


  


  “Can I shoot a bird?”


  


  “No, not a live one. I’ll have some simulacrae made up.”


  


  “Timnath,” said Jade Blue. “I don’t suppose— No, probably not.”


  


  “What.”


  


  “Your machine. It can’t change dreams.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mother, Father, help me I don’t want the dreams any more. Just the warm black that’s all. Mother? Father? Why did you go when will you come back? You leave me left me make me hurt.


  


  Uncle Timnath, get them bring them back. Tell them I hurt I need. Make them love me.


  


  Jade Blue, rock me hold me love me bring them back now. No no don’t touch me there you’re like Merreile I don’t want more bad dreams don’t hurt don’t—


  


  And Merreile would come into his bedroom each evening to take him from his toys and prepare him for bed. She would undress him slowly and slip the nightshirt over his head, then sit crosslegged at the foot of the bed while he lay back against the pillow.


  


  “A story before sleeping? Of course, my love. Shall I tell again of the vampires?


  


  “Do you remember my last telling, love? No? Perhaps I caused you to forget.” And she would smile, showing the bands of scarlet cartilage where most people had teeth.


  


  “Once upon a time, there was a little boy, much like you, who lived in an enormous old house. He was alone there, except for his parents and his loving governess.


  


  “Oh, quite true that there were vampires hiding in the attic, but they weren’t much like living creatures at all. They seldom ventured from the attic and the boy was never allowed to go there. His parents had forbidden him, despite the fact that the attic was filled with all manner of interesting and enjoyable things.


  


  “The boy’s curiosity grew and grew until one night he slipped out of his room and quietly climbed the stairs to the attic. At the top of the flight he paused, remembering his parents’ warning. Then he recalled what he had heard about the strange treasures that lay within. He knew that warnings come from dull people and should be ignored. That barriers are made to be crossed. And then he opened the attic door.


  


  “Inside were rows of tables stacked high with every sort of game and toy imaginable. Between were smaller tables laden with candy and cakes and pitchers of delicious drink. The boy was never happier.


  


  “At that moment the vampires came out to play. They looked much like you and me, except that they were black and very quiet and just as thin as shadows.


  


  “They crowded around the boy and whispered to him to come join their games. They loved the boy very much, because people came so seldom to the attic to visit. They were very honest (for folk so thin cannot hold lies) and the boy knew how silly his parents’ warnings had been. Then they went off to the magic lands in the far end of the attic and played for hours and hours.


  


  “What games, darling? I will show you.”


  


  And then Merreile would switch off the light and reach for him.


  


  * * * *


  


  No, it can’t change dreams,Timnath had said, musing. Then, looking through the catmother’s eyes as though jade were glass, he said,Give me time; I must think on it.


  


  They sat and talked in the blue bedroom.


  


  “Did you ever have children like me?” George hugged his drawn-up knees.


  


  “Not like you.”


  


  “I mean, were they kittens, or more like babies?”


  


  “Both if you like. Neither.” Her voice was neutral.


  


  “You’re not playing fair. Answer me.” The child’s voice was ancient, petulant from long practice.


  


  “What do you want to know?”


  


  George’s fists beat a rapid tattoo on his knees. “Your children, what were they like? I want to know what happened to them.”


  


  Silence for a while. Small wrinkles under Jade Blue’s lip, as though she held something bitter in her mouth. “They were never like anything.”


  


  “I don’t understand.”


  


  “Because they weren’t. They came from Terminex the computer. They lived in him and died in him; he placed the bright images in my brain.”


  


  George sat straighter; this was better than a bedtime story. “But why?”


  


  “I’m the perfect governess. My maternal instincts are augmented. I’ve hostages in my mind.” Each word was perfectly cut with gemstone edges.


  


  Petulance softened to a child’s compassion. “It makes you very sad.”


  


  “Sometimes.”


  


  “When I’m sad I cry.”


  


  “I don’t,” said Jade Blue. “I can’t cry.”


  


  “I’ll be your son,” said George.


  


  * * * *


  


  The hall of diurnal statues was still. Jade Blue prowled the shadows, seeking the slight sounds and odors and temperature differentials. The encroaching minutes frustrated and made her frantic. The many nights of sleepless watch—and the eventual betrayal by her body. Again she looked for a lost child.


  


  Not in the game room this time; the hobbyhorses grinned vacantly.


  


  Nor in the twenty gray parlors where George’s ancestors kept an embalmed and silent vigil from their wall niches.


  


  Nor in the attic, dusty and spiderwebbed.


  


  Not in the dining hall, arboretum, kitchens, aquatorium, library, observatory, family room or linen closets.


  


  Not— Jade Blue ran down the oak hallway and the minute signs vindicated her caprice. She ran faster and when she hurled herself into the corner which kleined into the approach to Timnath Obregon’s laboratory, her stomach turned queasily.


  


  The door slid open at a touch. The lab was dimly illuminated by the distorted yellow lights of Cinnabar. Several things occurred at once:


  


  —In front of her, a startled figure looked up from the console of Obregon’s APE. A reeled measuring tape dropped and clattered on tile.


  


  —Across the lab a group of capering shadow figures stopped the act they were committing on George’s prone body and looked toward the door.


  


  —A screeching bird-shape flapped down from the dark ceiling and struck at Jade Blue’s eyes.


  


  The catmother ducked and felt claws cut harmless runnels through fur. She rolled onto her back and lashed out, her own claws extended. She snagged something heavy that screamed and buffeted her face with feathered wings. She knew she could kill it.


  


  Until the booted foot came down on her throat and Jade Blue looked up past the still-struggling bird-thing at whoever had been examining Obregon’s invention. “Sorry,” said the man, and pressed harder.


  


  “George!” Her voice was shrill, strangled. “Help.” And then the boot was too heavy to let by any words at all. The darkness thickened intolerably.


  


  The pressure stopped. Jade Blue could not see, but— painfully—she could again breathe. She could hear, but she didn’t know what the noises were. There were bright lights and Timnath’s concerned face, and arms lifting her from the floor. There was warm tea and honey poured into a saucer. George was hugging her and his tears put salt in the tea.


  


  Jade Blue rubbed her throat gingerly and sat up; she realized she was on a white lab table. On the floor a little way from the table was an ugly mixture of feathers and wet red flesh. Something almost unrecognizable as a man took a ragged breath.


  


  “Sebastian,” said Timnath, kneeling beside the body. “My dear friend.” He was crying.


  


  “Scraw!” said the dying man; and died.


  


  “Did you kill him?” said Jade Blue, her voice hoarse.


  


  “No, the shadows did.”


  


  “How?”


  


  “Unpleasantly.” Timnath snapped his fingers twice and the glittering labrats scuttled out from the walls to clean up the mess.


  


  “Are you all right?” George stood very close to his governess. He was shivering. “I tried to help you.”


  


  “I think you did help me. We’re all alive.”


  


  “He did, and we are,” said Timnath. “For once, George’s creations were an aid rather than a hindrance.”


  


  “I still want you to do something with your machine,” said Jade Blue.


  


  Timnath looked sadly down at the body of Sebastian Le Goff. “We have time.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Time progressed helically, and one day Timnath pronounced his invention ready. He called George and Jade Blue to the laboratory. “Ready?” he said, pressing the button which would turn on the machine.


  


  “I don’t know,” said George, half hiding behind Jade Blue. “I’m not sure what’s happening.”


  


  “It will help him,” said Jade Blue. “Do it.”


  


  “He may be lost to you,” said Timnath.


  


  George whimpered. “No.”


  


  “I love him enough,” said the governess. “Do it.” The crystal pillar glowed bright orange. A fine hum cycled up beyond the auditory range. Timnath tapped on the keyboard: george’s dreams of the shadow vampires are as never were. merreile never existed. george is optimally happy.


  


  The inventor paused, then stabbed a special button:


  


  revise.


  


  The crystal pillar glowed bright orange. A fine hum cycled up beyond the auditory range. Timnath tapped on the keyboard: george’s dreams of the shadow vampires are as never were. merreile never existed. george is reasonably happy.


  


  Timnath considered, then pushed another button:


  


  activate.


  


  “That’s it,” he said.


  


  “Something’s leaving us,” Jade Blue whispered. They heard a scuff of footsteps in the outer hall. Two people walking. There was the clearing of a throat, a parental cough.


  


  “Who’s there?” said Jade Blue, knowing.


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *
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  R. A. Lafferty knows a lot about the history and customs of odd ethnic groups on our planet, as he’s shown in his novel FOURTH MANSIONS and in any number of his short stories: there are unknown peoples among us, he likes to say, who have talents we might not expect. For instance, the people of the Travertine islands, which float in the sky—there’s one of those islands called Stutzamutza, and its people are worth visiting. Especially if you want to build a 400-foot-high pagoda of pink marble. Or even if you don’t.


  


   


  NOR LIMESTONE ISLANDS


  R. A. Lafferty


  


  


  A lapidary is one who cuts, polishes, engraves and sets small stones. He is also a scrivener with a choppy style who sets in little stones or pieces here and there and attempts to make a mosaic out of them.


  


  But what do you call one who cuts and sets very large stones?


  


  * * * *


  


  Take a small lapillus or stone for instance:


  


  “The origin of painting as an art in Greece is connected with definite historical personages; but that of sculpture is lost in the mists of legend. Its authentic history does not begin until about the year B.C. 600. It was regarded as an art imparted to men by the gods; for such is the thought expressed in the assertion that the earliest statues fell from heaven.”


  


  Article Statuaria Ars; Sculpture—


  Harper’s Dictionary of Classical Literature


  and Antiquities.


  


  * * * *


  


  We set that little stone in one corner, even though it contains a misunderstanding of what fell from heaven: it wasn’t finished statues.


  


  Then we set another small stone: (We haven’t the exact citation of this. It’s from Charles Fort or from one of his imitators.) It’s of a scientist who refused to believe that several pieces of limestone had fallen from the sky, even though two farmers had seen them fall. They could not have fallen from the sky, the scientist said, because there is no limestone in the sky. (What would that scientist have done if he had been confronted with the question of Whales in the Sky?)


  


  We set that little stone of wisdom into one corner. And we look around for other stones to set.


  


  * * * *


  


  The limestone salesman was making his pitch to the city commissioners. He had been making a poor pitch and he was a poor salesman. All he had was price (much less than one tenth that of the other bidders) and superior quality. But the limestone salesman did not make a good appearance. He was bare-chested (and colossally deep-chested). He had only a little shoulder jacket above, and a folded drape below. On his feet he had thecrepida or Hermes-sandals, made of buckskin apparently: a silly affectation. He was darkly burnt in skin and hair, but the roots of his hair and of his skin indicated that he was blond in both. He was golden-bearded, but the beard (and in fact the whole man) was covered with chalk-dust or rock-dust. The man was sweaty, and he smelled. His was a composite smell of limestone and edged bronze and goats and clover and honey and ozone and lentils and sour milk and dung and strong cheese.


  


  “No, I don’t believe that we want to deal with you at all,” the mayor of the city was saying. “The other firms are all reputable and long established.”


  


  “Our firm is long established,” the limestone salesman said. “It has been doing business from the same—ah— cart for nine thousand years.”


  


  “Balderdash,” the streets and sewers commissioner swore. “You won’t even give us the address of your firm, and you haven’t put in a formal bid.”


  


  “The address is Stutzamutza,” the limestone salesman said. “That’s all the address I can give you. There isn’t any other address. And I will put in a formal bid if you will show me how to do it. I offer you three hundred tons of the finest marble-limestone, cut exactly to specification, and set in place, guaranteed to take care of your project, guaranteed to be without flaw, in either pure white or variegated; I offer this delivered and set within one hour, all for the price of three hundred dollars or three hundred bushels of cracked corn.”


  


  “Oh take it, take it!” a Miss Phosphor McCabe cried out. “We elect you gentlemen to do our business for us at bargain prices. Do not pass up this fine bargain, I beg you.” Phosphor McCabe was a lady photographer who had nine fingers in every pie.


  


  “You be quiet, young lady, or we will have you put out of the hearing room,” said the parks and playgrounds commissioner. “You will wait your turn, and you will not interfere in other cases. I shudder to think what your own petition will be today. Was ever a group so put upon by cranks as ourselves?”


  


  “You have a very bad reputation, man,” the finance commissioner said to the limestone salesman, “insofar as anyone has heard of you before. There is some mumble that your limestone or marble is not substantial, that it will melt away like hailstones. There is even a rumor that you had something to do with the terrible hailstorm of the night before last.”


  


  “Ah, we just had a little party at our place that night,” the limestone salesman said. “We had a few dozen bottles of Tontitown wine from some stone that we set over in Arkansas, and we drank it up. We didn’t hurt anybody or anything with those hailstones. Hey, some of them were as big as basketballs, weren’t they! But we were careful where we let them fall. How often do you see a hailstorm as wild as that that doesn’t do any damage at all to anything?”


  


  “We can’t afford to look silly,” the schools and activities commissioner said. “We have been made to look silly in quite a few cases lately, not all of them our own fault. We can’t afford to buy limestone for a project like this from someone like you.”


  


  “I wonder if you could get me about a hundred and twenty tons of good quality pink granite?” asked a smiling pinkish man in the hearing room.


  


  “No, that’s another island entirely,” the limestone salesman said. “I’ll tell them if I see them.”


  


  “Mr. Chalupa, I don’t know what your business is here today,” the mayor said severely to the smiling pinkish man, “but you will wait your turn, and you will not mix into this case. Lately it seems that our open hearings are just one nut after another.”


  


  “How can you lose?” the limestone salesman asked the commissioners. “I will supply and cut and set the stones. If you are not satisfied, I will leave the stones at no cost, or I will remove them again. And not until you are completely satisfied do you pay me the three hundred dollars or the three hundred bushels of cracked corn.”


  


  “I want to go to your country with you,” Miss Phosphor McCabe burst out. “I am fascinated by what I have heard of it. I want to do a photographic article about it for the Heritage Geographical Magazine. How far away is your country now?”


  


  “All right,” the limestone salesman said. “I’ll wait for you. We’ll go just as soon as I have transacted my business and you have transacted yours. We like everybody and we want everybody to come and visit us, but hardly anybody wants to. Right now, my country is about three miles from here. Last chance, gentlemen: I offer you the best bargain in quality marble-limestone that you’ll ever find if you live two hundred years. And I hope you do all live to be two hundred. We like everybody and we’d like to see everybody live two hundred years at least.”


  


  “Absolutely not,” said the mayor of the city. “We’d be the laughing-stock of the whole state if we did business with someone like you. What kind of a country of yours are you talking about that’s only three miles from here? Absolutely not. You are wasting your time and ours, man.”


  


  “No, no, it just couldn’t be,” said the streets and sewers commissioner. “What would the papers print if they heard that we had bought limestone from somebody nearly as disreputable as a saucerian?”


  


  “Rejected, rejected,” said the parks and playgrounds commissioner. “We were elected to transact the city’s business with economyand dignity.”


  


  “Ah well, all right,” the limestone salesman said. “You can’t sell a stylobate every time you try. Good day, commissioners. No hurry, lady. I’ll wait for you.” And the limestone salesman went out, leaving, as it seemed, a cloud of rock-dust in his wake.


  


  * * * *


  


  “What a day!” the schools and activities commissioner moaned. “What a procession of jokers we have had! Anyhow, that one can’t be topped.”


  


  “I’m not so sure,” the mayor grumbled. “Miss Phosphor McCabe is next.”


  


  “Oh, I’ll be brief,” Phosphor said brightly. “All I want is a permit to build a pagoda on that thirty-acre hill that my grandfather left me. It won’t interfere with anything. There won’t be any utilities to run to it. And it will be pretty.”


  


  “Ah, why do you want to build a pagoda?” the streets and sewers commissioner asked.


  


  “So I can take pictures of it. And just because I want to build a pagoda.”


  


  “What kind of a pagoda will it be?” the parks and playgrounds commissioner asked.


  


  “A pink pagoda.”


  


  “How big will it be?” the schools and activities commissioner asked.


  


  “Thirty acres big. And four hundred feet high. It will be big and it won’t bother anything.”


  


  “Why do you want it so big?” the mayor asked.


  


  “So it will be ten times as big as the Black Pagoda in India. It’ll be real pretty and an attraction to the area.”


  


  “Do you have the money to build this with?” the streets and sewers commissioner asked.


  


  “No, I don’t have hardly any money. If I sell my photographic article “With Camera and Canoe on Sky-High Stutzamutza” to theHeritage Geographical MagazineI will get some money for it. And I have been snapping unrehearsed camera portraits of all you gentlemen for the last few minutes, and I may be able to sell them toComic Weekly if I can think of cute headings for them. As to the money to build the Pink Pagoda, oh, I’ll think of something.”


  


  “Miss McCabe, your request is remanded or remaindered or whatever, which is the same thing as being tabled,” the mayor said.


  


  “What does that mean?”


  


  “I’m not sure. The legal commissioner is absent today, but he always says something like that when we want to pass the buck for a little while.”


  


  “It means come back in one week, Miss McCabe,” the streets and sewers commissioner said.


  


  “All right,” Miss Phosphor McCabe agreed. “I couldn’t possibly start on the Pink Pagoda before a week anyhow.”


  


  * * * *


  


  And now we set this odd-shaped stone over in the other corner:


  


  “The seventeenth century discovery of the Polynesian Islands by common seamen was one of the ancient paradise promises fulfilled. The green islands, the blue sea, the golden beaches and the golden sunlight, the dusky girls! Fruit incomparable, fish incomparable, roast pig and baked bird beyond believing, breadfruit and volcano, absolute and continuing perfection of weather, brown-skin paradise maidens such as are promised in alcoran, song and string-music and surf-music! This was the Promised Paradise of the Islands, and it came true.


  


  “But even this was a weak thing beside the less known, the earlier and continuing discovery of the Floating Islands (or the Travertine Islands) by more intrepid farers. The girls of the Floating Islands are lighter (except for the cool blacks on the Greenstone Dolomites) than the Polynesian maidens; they are more intelligent and much more full of fun; are more handsome and fuller-bodied; are of an artier and more vital culture. They are livelier. Oh how they are livelier! And the regions themselves defy description. For color and zest, there is nothing in Polynesia or Aegea or Antilla to compare at all. And all the Travertine people are so friendly! Perhaps it is well that they are little known and little visited. We may be too weak for their experience.”


  


  Facts of the Paradise Legend: Harold Bluewater.


  


  * * * *


  


  Look closely at that little stone ere we leave it. Are you sure that you have correctly noted the shape of it?


  


  Then a still smaller stone to be set in, here where there seems too empty a little gap. It’s a mere quotation:


  


  “In Lapidary Inscription a Man is not upon Oath.”


  —Doctor Johnson.


  


  * * * *


  


  Miss Phosphor McCabe did visit the limestone salesman’s country, and she did do the photographic article “With Camera and Canoe in Sky-High Stutzamutza.” The stunning, eye-blowing, heart-swelling, joy-filled color photography cannot be given here, but these are a few extracts from the sustaining text:


  


  “Stutzamutza is a limestone land of such unbelievable whiteness as to make the eyes ache with delight. It is this super-whiteness as a basis that makes all the other colors stand out with such clarity. There cannot be anywhere a bluer sky than, for most of the hours and days, surrounds Stutzamutza (see plates I and II). There cannot be greener fields, where there are fields, nor more silvery water (plates IV and V). The waterfalls are absolute rainbows, especially Final Falls, when it flows clear off the high land (plate VI). There cannot be more variegated cliffs, blue, black, pink, ochre, red, green, but always with that more-white-than-white basic (plate VII). There cannot be such a sun anywhere else. It shines here as it shines nowhere on the world.


  


  “Due to the high average elevation of Stutzamutza (there will be some boggled eyes when I reveal just what I do mean by theaverage elevation of this place), the people are all wonderfully deep-chested or deep-breasted. They are like something out of fable. The few visitors who come here from lower, from moremundane elevations, are uniform in their disbelief. ‘Oh, oh,’ they will say. ‘There can’t be girls like that.’ There are, however (see plate VIII). ‘How long has this been going on?’ these occasional visitors ask. It has been going on for the nine thousand years of recorded Stutzamutza history; and, beyond that, it has been going on as long as the world has been going on.


  


  “Perhaps due to their deep-breastedness the Stutzamutza people are superb in their singing. They are lusty, they are loud, they are beautiful and enchanting in this. Their instruments, besides the conventional flutes and bagpipes (with their great lung-power, these people do wonderful things with the bagpipes) and lyric harps and tabors, are the thunder-drum (plate IX) and the thirteen-foot-long trumpets (plates X and XI). It is doubted whether any other people anywhere would be able to blow these roaring trumpets.


  


  “Perhaps it is due also to their deep-breastedness that the Stutzamutza people are all so lustily affectionate. There is something both breath-taking and breath-giving in their Olympian carnality. They have a robustness and glory in their man and woman interfluents that leave this underdeveloped little girl more than amazed (plates X to XIX). Moreover, these people are witty and wise, and always pleasant.


  


  “It is said that originally there was not any soil at all on Stutzamutza. The people would trade finest quality limestone, marble, and dolomite for equal amounts of soil, be it the poorest clay or sand. They filled certain crevices with this soil and got vegetation to begin. And, in a few thousand years, they built countless verdant terraces, knolls and valleys. Grapes, olives and clover are now grown in profusion. Wine and oil and honey gladden the deep hearts of the people. The wonderful blue-green clover (see plate XX) is grazed by the bees and the goats. There are two separate species of goats, the meadow and pasture goat kept for its milk and cheese and mohair, and the larger and wilder mountain goat hunted on the white crags and eaten for its flavor-some randy meat. Woven mohair and dressed buckskin are used for the Stutzamutza clothing. The people are not voluminously clothed, in spite of the fact that it becomes quite chilly on the days when the elevation suddenly increases.


  


  “There is very little grain grown on Stutzamutza. Mostly, quarried stones are bartered for grain. Quarrying stone is the main industry, it is really the only on Stutzamutza. The great quarries in their cutaways sometimes reveal amazing fossil deposits. There is a complete fossilized body of a whale (it is an extinct Zeuglodon or Eocene Whale) (see plate XXI).


  


  ‘If this is whale indeed, then this all must have been under ocean once,’ I said to one of my deep-chested friends. ‘Oh certainly,’ he said, nowhere else is limestone formed than in ocean.’ ‘Then how has it risen so far above it?’ I asked. ‘That is something for the Geologists and the Hyphologists to figure out,’ my friend said.


  


  “The fascinating aspect of the water on Stutzamutza is its changeableness. A lake is sometimes formed in a single day, and it may be emptied out in one day again by mere tipping. The rain is prodigious sometimes, when it is decided to come into that aspect. To shoot the rapids on the sudden swollen rivers is a delight. Sometimes ice will form all over Stutzamutza in a very few minutes. The people delight in this sudden ice, all except the little under-equipped guest. The beauty of it is stupendous; so is its cold. They shear the ice off in great sheets and masses and blocks, and let it fall for fun.


  


  “But all lesser views are forgotten when one sees the waterfalls tumbling in the sunlight. And the most wonderful of all of them is Final Falls. Oh to watch it fall clear off Stutzamutza (see plate XXII), to see it fall into practically endless space, thirty thousand feet, sixty thousand feet, turning into mist, into sleet or snow or rain or hail depending on the sort of day it is, to see the miles-long rainbow of it extending to the vanishing point so far below your feet!


  


  “There is a particularly striking pink marble cliff towards the north end of the land (the temporary north end of the land). ‘You like it? You can have it,’ my friends say. That is what I had been fishing for them to say.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Yes, Miss Phosphor McCabe did the really stunning photographic article for Heritage Geographical Magazine. Heritage Geographicaldid not accept it, however. Miss Phosphor McCabe had arrived at some unacceptable conclusions, the editor said.


  


  “What really happened is that I arrived at an unacceptable place,” Miss Phosphor said. “I remained there for six days. I photographed it and I narrated it.”


  


  “Ah, we’d never get by with that,” the editor said. Part of the trouble was Miss Phosphor McCabe’s explanations of just what she did mean by the average elevation of Stutzamutza (it was quite high), and by “days of increasing elevation.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Now here is another stone of silly shape. At first glimpse, it will not seem possible to fit it into the intended gap. But the eye is deceived: this shape will fit into the gap nicely. It is a recollection in age of a thing observed during a long lifetime by a fine weather eye.


  


  “Already as a small boy I was interested in clouds. I believed that certain clouds preserve their identities and appear again and again; and that some clouds are more solid than others.


  


  “Later, when I took meteorology and weather courses at the university, I had a class-mate who held a series of seemingly insane beliefs. At the heart of these was the theory that certain apparent clouds are not vapor masses at all but are floating stone islands in the sky. He believed that there were some thirty of these islands, most of them composed of limestone, but some of them of basalt, or sand-stone, even of shale. He said that one, at least, of them was composed of pot-stone or soap-stone.


  


  “This class-mate said that these floating islands were sometimes large, one of them being at least five miles long: that they were intelligently navigated to follow the best camouflage, the limestone islands usually traveling with masses of white fleecy clouds, the basalt islands traveling with dark thunder-heads, and so on. He believed that these islands sometimes came to rest on earth, that each of them had its own several nests in unfrequented regions. And he believed that the floating islands were peopled.


  


  “We had considerable fun with Mad Anthony Tummley our eccentric class-mate. His ideas, we told each other, were quite insane. And, indeed, Anthony himself was finally institutionalized. It was a sad case, but one that could hardly be discussed without laughter.


  


  “But later, after more than fifty years in the weather profession, I have come to the conclusion that Anthony Tummley was right in every respect. Several of us veteran weathermen share this knowledge now, but we have developed a sort of code for the thing, not daring to admit it openly, even to ourselves. Whales in the Sky’ is the code-name for this study, and we pretend to keep it on a humorous basis.


  


  “Some thirty of these floating stone islands are continuously over our own country (there may be more than a hundred of them in the world). They are tracked on radar; they are sighted again and again in their slightly changed forms (some of them, now and then, seem to sluff off small masses of stone and deposit it somehow on earth); they are known, they are named.


  


  “They are even visited by some persons of odd character: always a peculiar combination of simplicity, acceptance, intelligence and strange rapport. There are persons and families in rural situations who employ these peopled islands to carry messages and goods for them. In rural and swampland Louisiana, there was once some wonder that the people did not more avail themselves of the Intercostal Canal barges to carry their supplies, and their products to market. ‘How are the barges better than the stone islands that we have always used?’ these people ask. ‘They aren’t on a much more regular schedule, they aren’t much faster, and they won’t give you anything like the same amount of service in exchange for a hundredweight of rice. Besides that, the stone-island people are our friends, and some of them have intermarried with us Cajuns.’ There are other regions where the same easy cooperation obtains.


  


  “Many of the stone-island people are well known along certain almost regular routes. These people are all of a powerful and rather coarse beauty. They are good-natured and hearty. They actually traffic in stone, trading amazing tonnages of top grade building stone for grain and other simple provisions.


  


  “There is no scientific explanation at all of how these things can be, how the stone islands are able to float in the sky. But that they do so is the open secret of perhaps a million persons.


  


  “Really, I am now too wealthy to be put in a mad-house (though I made my money in a rather mad traffic which would not be generally believed). I am too old to be laughed at openly: I will merely be smiled at as an eccentric. I have now retired from that weather profession which served me as a front for many years (which profession, however, I loved and still love).


  


  “I know what I know. There are more things in the zone fifteen miles above the earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy, Horatio.”


  


  Memories of 52 years as a Weather Observer


  by Hank Fairday (Privately printed 1970).


  


  * * * *


  


  Miss Phosphor McCabe did another really stunning photographic article for the Heritage Geographical Magazine. It had a catchy title: “All Right, Then You Tell Me How I Did It, or The Building of the Pink Pagoda.”


  


  “The Pink Pagoda is complete, except for such additions as I shall have made whenever the notion strikes me, and whenever my high-flying friends are in the neighborhood. It is by far the largest structure in the world and also, in my own opinion, the most beautiful. But it is not massive in appearance: it is light and airy. Come see it in the stone, all of you! Come see it in the color photography (plates I to CXXIX) if you are not able to come yourself. This wonderful structure gives the answers to hundreds of questions, if you will just open your eyes and your ears.


  


  “Of ancient megalithic structures it has sometimes been asked how a hundred or more of one hundred ton blocks of stone could have been piled up, and fitted so carefully that even a knife-blade could not be inserted between the blocks. It’s easy. You usually don’t set a hundred one hundred ton blocks, unless for a certain ornamentation. You set one ten thousand ton block, and the joinings are merely simulated. In the Pink Pagoda I have had set blocks as heavy as three hundred thousand tons of pink limestone (see plate XXI).


  


  “They bring the whole island down in place. They split off what block is wanted at that location (and, believe me, they are some splitters); then they withdraw the island a little bit and leave the block in place.


  


  “Well, how else was it done? How did I get the one hundred and fifty thousand ton main capstone in place four hundred and fifty feet in the air? With ramps? Oh stop it, you’ll scare the cuckoos. The stone pillars and turrets all around and below it are like three-dimensional lace-work, and that main capstone had to go on last. It wasn’t done by rocking it up on ramps, even if there had been a place for the ramps. It was all done on one Saturday afternoon, and here are the sequence pictures showing just how it was done. It was done by using a floating island, and by detaching pieces of that island as it was floated into place. I tell you that there is no other way that a one hundred and five pound girl can assemble a thirty million ton Pink Pagoda in six hours. She has got to have a floating island, with a north cliff of pink limestone, and she has got to be very good friends with the people on that island.


  


  “Please come and see my Pink Pagoda. All the people and all the officials avert their eyes from it. They say that it is impossible that such a thing could be there, and therefore it cannot be there. But itis there. See it yourself (or see plates IV, IX, XXXIII, LXX especially). And it is pretty (see plates XIX, XXIV, V, LIV). But best, come see it as it really is.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Miss Phosphor McCabe did that rather astonishing photographic article for the Heritage Geographical Magazine. Heritage Geographicalrefused to publish it, though, stating that such things were impossible. And they refused to come and see the Pink Pagoda itself, which is a pity, since it is the largest and most beautiful structure on earth.


  


  It stands there yet, on that thirty acre hill right on the north edge of town. And you have not heard the last stone of it yet. The latest, a bad-natured little addition, will not be the last: Miss Phosphor swears that it will not be.


  


  There was a flimsy-winged enemy flew down, shortly after the first completion of the pagoda, and set the latest, very small stone (it is called the egg-of-doubt stone) on top of the main capstone. ‘Twas a crabbed written little stone, and it read:


  


  “I will not trow two-headed calves,”


  Say never-seens, and also haves.


  


  “I’ll not believe a hollow earth,”


  Say scepticals of doubtful birth.


  


  “I’ll not concede Atlantis you,


  Nor yet Lemuria or Mu,


  


  “Nor woodsmen in northwestern lands,


  Nor bandy-legg’d saucerians,


  


  “Nor ancient technologic myth,


  Nor charm of timeless megalith.


  


  “I will not credit Whales that fly,


  Nor Limestone Islands in the Sky.”


  


  Unfolk Ballad


  


  That crabby little ballad-stone on the top almost spoils the Pink Pagoda for me. But it will be removed, Miss Phosphor McCabe says, just as soon as her traveling friends are back in this-neighborhood and she can get up there.


  


  * * * *


  


  That is all that we have to say on the subject of stone setting.


  


  Does anyone else have something further to add?


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *
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    * * * *


    

  


  Wilson Tucker sold his first science fiction short story in 1941 to a pulp magazine called Super Science Stories, and since then has written perhaps two dozen more. He’s concentrated on novel-writing, in both the science fiction and mystery fields; his sf novels THE LONG LOUD SILENCE and THE YEAR OF THE QUIET SUN are among the best in the field. But his work in the shorter lengths has been excellent too, with the result that new Tucker stories are always eagerly awaited. Herewith, Tucker’s first short story in a number of years, written specially for UNIVERSE 1: a quiet, matter-of-fact account of crime solving in the future, with a police camera that can photograph up to fourteen hours into the past. Provided there’s anything to be seen, of course.


   


  


  TIME EXPOSURES


  Wilson Tucker


  


  


  Sergeant Tabbot climbed the stairs to the woman’s third floor apartment. The heavy camera case banged against his leg as he climbed and threatened collision with his bad knee. He shifted the case to his left hand and muttered under his breath: the womancould have been gracious enough to die on the first floor.


  


  A patrolman loafed on the landing, casually guarding the stairway and the third floor corridor.


  


  Tabbot showed surprise. “No keeper? Are they still working in there? Which apartment is it?”


  


  The patrolman said: “Somebody forgot the keeper, sergeant—somebody went after it. There’s a crowd in there, the coroner ain’t done yet. Number 33.” He glanced down at the bulky case. “She’s pretty naked.”


  


  “Shall I make you a nice print?”


  


  “No, sir, not this one! I mean, she’s naked but she ain’t pretty anymore.”


  


  Tabbot said: “Murder victims usually lose their good looks.” He walked down the corridor to number 33 and found the door ajar. A rumbling voice was audible. Tabbot swung the door open and stepped into the woman’s apartment. A small place: probably only two rooms.


  


  The first thing he saw was a finger man working over a glass-topped coffee table with an aerosol can and a portable blacklight; the sour expression on the man’s face revealed a notable lack of fingerprints. A precinct Lieutenant stood just beyond the end of the coffee table, watching the roving blacklight with an air of unruffled patience; his glance flickered at Tabbot, at the camera case, and dropped again to the table. A plainclothesman waited behind the door, doing nothing. Two men with a wicker basket sat on either arm of an overstuffed chair, peering over the back of the chair at something on the floor. One of them swung his head to stare at the newcomer and then turned his attention back to the floor. Well beyond the chair a bald-headed man wearing too much fat under his clothing was brushing dust from the knees of his trousers. He had just climbed to his feet and the exertion caused a dry, wheezy breathing through an open mouth.


  


  Tabbot knew the Lieutenant and the coroner.


  


  The coroner looked at the heavy black case Tabbot put down just inside the door and asked: “Pictures?”


  


  “Yes, sir. Time exposures.”


  


  “I’d like to have prints, then. Haven’t seen a shooting in eight or nine years. Damned rare anymore.” He pointed a fat index finger at the thing on the floor. “She was shot to death. Can you imagine that? Shot to death inthis day and age! I’d like to have prints. Want to see a man with the gall to carry a gun.”


  


  “Yes, sir.” Tabbot swung his attention to the precinct Lieutenant. “Can you give me an idea?”


  


  “It’s still hazy, sergeant,” the officer answered. “The victim knew her assailant; I think she let him in the door and then walked away from him. He stood where you’re standing. Maybe an argument, but no fighting-nothing broken, nothing disturbed, no fingerprints. That knob behind you was wiped clean. She was standing behind that chair when she was shot, and she fell there. Can you catch it all?”


  


  “Yes, sir, I think so. I’ll set up in that other room-in the doorway. A kitchen?”


  


  “Kitchen and shower. This one is a combination living room and bedroom.”


  


  “I’ll start in the doorway and then move in close. Nothing in the kitchen?”


  


  “Only dirty dishes. No floorstains, but I would appreciate prints just the same. The floors are clean everywhere except behindthat chair.”


  


  Sergeant Tabbot looked at the window across the room and looked back to the Lieutenant.


  


  “No fire escape,” the officer said. “But cover it anyway, cover everything. Your routine.”


  


  Tabbot nodded easily, then took a strong grip on his stomach muscles. He moved across the room to the overstuffed chair and peered carefully over the back of it. The two wicker basket men turned their heads in unison to watch him, sharing some macabre joke between them. It would be at his expense. His stomach plunged despite the rigid effort to control it.


  


  She was a sandy blonde and had been about thirty years old; her face had been reasonably attractive but was not likely to have won a beauty contest; it was scrubbed clean, and free of makeup. There was no jewelry on her fingers, wrists, or about her neck; she was literally naked. Her chest had been blown away. Tabbot blinked his shocked surprise and looked down her stomach toward her legs simply to move his gaze away from the hideous sight. He thought for a moment he’d lose his breakfast. His eyes closed while he fought for iron control, and when they opened again he was looking at old abdominal scars from a long ago pregnancy.


  


  Sergeant Tabbot backed off rapidly from the chair and bumped into the coroner. He blurted: “She was shot in the back!”


  


  “Well, of course.” The wheezing fat man stepped around him with annoyance. “There’s a little hole in the spine. Little going in and big—bigod it was big-coming out. Destroyed the rib cage coming out. That’s natural. Heavy caliber pistol, I think.” He stared down at the naked feet protruding from behind the chair. “First shooting I’ve seen in eight or nine years. Can you imagine that? Somebody carrying a gun.” He paused for a wheezing breath and then pointed the same fat finger at the basket men. “Pick it up and run, boys. We’ll do an autopsy.”


  


  Tabbot walked out to the kitchen.


  


  * * * *


  


  The kitchen table showed him a dirty plate, coffee cup, fork and spoon, and toast crumbs. A sugar bowl without a lid and a small jar of powdered coffee creamer completed the setting. He looked under the table for the missing knife and butter.


  


  “It’s not there,” the Lieutenant said. “She liked her toast dry.”


  


  Tabbot turned. “How long ago was breakfast? How long has she been dead?”


  


  “We’ll have to wait on the coroner’s opinion for that but I would guess three, maybe four hours ago. The coffee pot was cold, the body was cold, the egg stains were dry—oh, say three hours plus.”


  


  “That gives me a good margin,” Tabbot said. “If it happened last night, yesterday, I’d just pick up my camera and go home.” He glanced through the doorway at a movement caught in the corner of the eye and found the wicker basket men carrying their load through the front door into the corridor. His glance quickly swung back to the kitchen table. “Eggs and dry toast, sugar in white coffee. That doesn’t give you much.”


  


  The Lieutenant shook his head. “I’m not worried abouther; I don’t give a damn what she ate. Let the coroner worry about her breakfast; he’ll tell us how long ago she ate it and we’ll take it from there. Your prints are more important. I want to see pictures of the assailant.”


  


  Tabbot said: “Let’s hope for daylight, and let’s hope it wasthis morning. Are you sure that isn’t yesterday’s breakfast? There’s no point in setting up the camera if it happened yesterday morning, or last night. My exposure limit is between ten and fourteen hours—and you know how poor fourteen-hour prints are.”


  


  “This morning,” the officer assured him. “She went in to work yesterday morning but when she failed to check in this morning, when she didn’t answer the phone, somebody from the shop came around to ask why.”


  


  “Did the somebody have a key?”


  


  “No, and that eliminated the first suspect. The janitor let him in. Will you make a print of the door to corroborate their story? A few minutes after nine o’clock; they can’t remember the exact time now.”


  


  “Will do. What kind of a shop? What did she do?”


  


  “Toy shop. She made Christmas dolls.”


  


  Sergeant Tabbot considered that. After a moment he said: “The first thing that comes to mind is toy guns.”


  


  The Lieutenant gave him a tight, humorless grin. “We had the same thing in mind and sent men over there to comb the shop. Black market things, you know, toys or the real article. But no luck. They haven’t made anything resembling a gun since the Dean Act was passed. That shop was clean.”


  


  “You’ve got a tough job, Lieutenant.”


  


  “I’m waiting on your prints, Sergeant.”


  


  Tabbot thought that a fair hint. He went back to the outer room and found everyone gone but the silent plainclothesman. The detective sat down on the sofa behind the coffee table and watched him unpack the case. A tripod was set up about five feet from the door. The camera itself was a heavy, unwieldy instrument and was lifted onto the tripod with a certain amount of hard grunting and a muttered curse because of a nipped finger. When it was solidly battened to the tripod, Tabbot picked a film magazine out of the supply case and fixed it to the rear of the camera. A lens and the timing instrument was the last to be fitted into place. He looked to make sure the lens was clean.


  


  Tabbot focused on the front door, and reached into a pocket for his slide rule. He checked the time now and then calculated backward to obtain four exposures at nine o’clock, nine-five, nine-ten, and nine-fifteen, which should pretty well bracket the arrival of the janitor and the toy shop employee. He cocked and tripped the timer, and then checked to make sure the nylon film was feeding properly after each exposure. The data for each exposure was jotted down in a notebook, making the later identification of the prints more certain.


  


  The plainclothesman broke his stony silence. “I’ve never seen one of those things work before.”


  


  Tabbot said easily: “I’m taking pictures from nine o’clock to nine-fifteen this morning; if I’m in luck I’ll catch the janitor opening the door. If I’m not in luck I’ll catch only a blurred movement—or nothing at all— and then I’ll have to go back and make an exposure for each minute after nine until I find him. A blurred image of the moving door will pinpoint him.”


  


  “Good pictures?” He seemed skeptical.


  


  “At nine o’clock? Yes. There was sufficient light coming in that window at nine and not too much time has elapsed. Satisfactory conditions. Things get sticky when I try for night exposures with no more than one or two lamps lit; that simply isn’t enough light. I wisheverything would happen outdoors at noon on a bright day— and not more than a hour ago!”


  


  The detective grunted and inspected the ticking camera. “I took some of your pictures into court once. Bank robbery case, last year. The pictures were bad and the judge threw them out and the case collapsed.”


  


  “I remember them,” Tabbot told him. “And I apologize for the poor job. Those prints were made right at the time limit: fourteen hours, perhaps a little more. The camera and the film are almost useless beyond ten or twelve hours—that is simply too much elapsed time. I use the very best film available but it can’t find or make a decent image more than twelve hours in the past. Your bank prints were nothing more than grainy shadows; that’s all I can get from twelve to fourteen hours.”


  


  “Nothing over fourteen hours?”


  


  “Absolutely nothing. I’ve tried, but nothing.” The camera stopped ticking and shut itself off. Tabbot turned it on the tripod and aimed at the sofa. The detective jumped up.


  


  The sergeant protested. “Don’t get up—you won’t be in the way. The lens won’t see you now.”


  


  “I’ve got work to do,” the detective muttered. He flipped a dour farewell gesture at the Lieutenant and left the apartment, slamming the door behind him.


  


  “He’s still sore about those bank pictures,” the officer said.


  


  Tabbot nodded agreement and made a single adjustment on the timing mechanism. He tripped the shutter for one exposure and then grinned at the Lieutenant.


  


  “I’ll send him a picture of myself, sitting there three minutes ago. Maybe that will cheer him up.”


  


  “Or make him mad enough to fire you.”


  


  The sergeant began another set of calculations on the slide rule and settled himself down to the routine coverage of the room from six to nine o’clock in the morning. He angled the heavy camera at the coffee table, the kitchen doorway, the overstuffed chair, the window behind the chair, a smaller chair and a bookcase in the room, the floor, a vase of artificial flowers resting on a tiny shelf above a radiator, a floor lamp, a ceiling light, and eventually worked around the room in a circle before coming back to the front door. Tabbot rechecked his calculations and then lavished a careful attention on the door and the space beside it where he had stood when he first entered.


  


  The camera poked and pried and peered into the recent past, into the naked blonde’s last morning alive, recording on nylon film those images now three or four hours gone. During the circle coverage—between the bookcase and the vase of artificial flowers—a signal light indicated an empty film magazine, and the camera paused in its work until a new magazine was fixed in place. Tabbot made a small adjustment on the timer to compensate for lost time. He numbered the old and the new film magazines, and continued his detailed notes for each angle and series of exposures. The camera ignored the present and probed into the past.


  


  The Lieutenant asked: “How much longer?”


  


  “Another hour for the preliminaries; I can do the kitchen in another hour. And, say, two to three hours for the retakes after something is pinned down.”


  


  “I’ve got work piling up.” The officer scratched the back of his neck and then bent down to peer into the lens. “I guess you can find me at the precinct house. Make extra copies of the key prints.”


  


  “Yes, sir.”


  


  The Lieutenant turned away from his inspection of the lens and gave the room a final, sweeping glance. He did not slam the door behind him as the detective had done.


  


  The full routine of photographing went on.


  


  Tabbot moved the camera backward into the kitchen doorway to gain a broader coverage of the outer room; he angled at the sofa, the overstuffed chair, and again the door. He wanted the vital few moments when the door was opened and the murderer stepped through it to fire the prohibited pistol. Changing to a wide-angle lens, he caught the entire room in a series of ten minute takes over a period of three hours. The scene was thoroughly documented.


  


  He changed magazines to prepare for the kitchen.


  


  A wild notion stopped his hand, stopped him in the act of swiveling the camera. He walked over to the heavy chair, walked around behind it, sidestepped the spilled blood, and found himself in direct line between door and window. Tabbot looked out of the window-imagining a gun at his back—and pivoted slowly to stare at the door: early sunlight coming in the window should have limned the man’s face. The camera placed here should photograph the assailant’s face and record the gun blast as well.


  


  Tabbot hauled tripod and camera across the room and set up in position behind the chair, aiming at the door. The lens was changed again. Another calculation was made. If he was really lucky on this series the murderer would fire at the camera.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kitchen coverage was a near repetition of the first room. It required a little less time.


  


  Tabbot photographed the table and two chairs, the dirty dishes, the toast crumbs, the tiny stove, the aged refrigerator, the tacked-on dish cupboards above the sink and drain board, the sink itself, a cramped water closet masquerading as a broom closet behind a narrow door, and the stained folding door of the shower stall. The stall had leaked.


  


  He opened the refrigerator door and found a half bottle of red wine alongside the foodstuffs: two takes an hour apart. He peered into the cramped confines of the water closet: a few desultory exposures, and a hope that the blonde wasn’t sitting in there. The shower stall was lined with an artificial white tile now marred by rust stains below a leaky showerhead: two exposures by way of an experiment, because the stall also contained a miniature wash basin, a mirror, and a moisture-proof light fixture. He noted with an absent approval that the fixture lacked a receptacle for plugging in razors.


  


  Tabbot changed to the wide-angle lens for the wrap-up. There was no window in the kitchen, and he made a mental note of the absence of an escape door—a sad violation of the fire laws.


  


  That exhausted the preliminary takes.


  


  Tabbot fished his I.D. card out of his pocket, gathered up the exposed film magazines and walked out of the apartment. There was no keeper blocking passage through the doorway, and he stared with surprise at the patrolman still lounging in the corridor.


  


  The patrolman read his expression.


  


  “It’s coming, Sergeant, it’s coming. By this time I guess that Lieutenant has chewed somebody out good, so you can bet it’s coming in a hurry.”


  


  Tabbot put the I.D. card in his pocket.


  


  The patrolman asked: “Was she shot up, like they said? Back to front, right out the belly?”


  


  Tabbot nodded uneasily. “Back to front, but out through the rib cage—not the belly. Somebody used a very heavy gun on her. Do you want a print? You could paste it up in your locker.”


  


  “Oh, hell no!” The man glanced down the corridor and came back to the sergeant. “I heard the coroner say it was a professional job; only the pro’s are crazy enough to tote guns anymore. The risk and everything.”


  


  “I suppose so; I haven’t heard of an amateur carrying one for years. That mandatory jail sentence for possession scares the hell out of them.” Tabbot shifted the magazines to his other hand to keep them away from his bad knee going down the stairs.


  


  The street was bright with sunlight—the kind of brilliant scene which Sergeant Tabbot wanted everything to happen in for better results. Given a bright sun he could reproduce images a little better than grainy shadows, right up to that fourteen-hour stopping point.


  


  His truck was the only police vehicle parked at the curb.


  


  Tabbot climbed into the back and closed the door behind him. He switched on the developing and drying machine in total darkness, and began feeding the film from the first magazine down into the tanks. When the tail of that film slipped out of the magazine and vanished, the leader of the second film was fed into the slot. The third followed when its time came. The sergeant sat down on a stool, waiting in the darkness until the developer and dryer had completed their cycles and delivered the nylon negatives into his hands. After a while he reached out to switch on the printer, and then did nothing more than sit and wait.


  


  The woman’s exploded breast hung before his eyes; it was more vivid in the darkness of the truck than in bright daylight. This time his stomach failed to churn, and he supposed he was getting used to the memory. Or the sight-memory was safely in his past. A few of the coming printscould resurrect that nightmare image.


  


  The coroner believed some hood had murdered the woman who made Christmas dolls—some professional thug who paid as little heed to the gun law as he did to a hundred and one other laws. Perhaps—and perhaps not. Discharged servicemen were still smuggling weapons into the country, when coming in from overseas posts; he’d heard of that happening often enough, and he’d seen a few of the foolhardy characters in jails. For some reason he didn’t understand, ex-Marines who’d served in China were the most flagrant offenders: they outnumbered smugglers from the other services three or four to one and the harsh penalties spelled out in the Dean Act didn’t deterthem worth a damn. Congress in its wisdom had proclaimed that only peace officers, and military personnel on active duty, had the privilege of carrying firearms; all other weapons must under the law be surrendered and destroyed.


  


  Tabbot didn’t own a gun; he had no use for one. That patrolman on the third floor carried a weapon, and the Lieutenant, and the plainclothesman—but he didn’t think the coroner would have one. Nor the basket men. The Dean Act made stiff prison sentences mandatory for possession among the citizenry, but the Marines kept on carrying them and now and then some civilian died under gunfire. Like the woman who made Christmas dolls.


  


  A soft buzzer signaled the end of the developer’s job. Tabbot removed the three reels of nylon negative from the drying rack and fed them through the printer. The waiting time was appreciably shorter. Three long strips of printed pictures rolled out of the printer into his hands. Tabbot didn’t waste time cutting the prints into individual frames. Draping two of the strips over a shoulder, he carried the third to the door of the truck and flung it open. Bright sunlight made him squint, causing his eyes to water.


  


  Aloud: “Oh, what the hell! What went wrong?”


  


  The prints were dark, much darker than they had any right to be. Heknew without rechecking the figures in his notebook that the exposures had been made after sunrise, but still the prints were dark. Tabbot stared up the front of the building, trying to pick out the proper window, then brought his puzzled gaze back to the strip prints. The bedroom-living room was dark.


  


  Peering closer, squinting against the bright light of the sun: four timed exposures of the front door, with the dim figures of the janitor and another man standing open-mouth on the third exposure. Ten minutes after nine. The fifth frame: a bright clear picture of the plain-clothesman sitting on the sofa, talking up to Tabbot. The sixth frame and onward: dark images of the sofa opened out into a bed—coffee table missing—the kitchen doorway barely discernible, the overstuffed chair (and there was the coffee table beside it), the window— He stared with dismay at the window. The goddam drapes were drawn, shutting out the early light!


  


  Tabbot hurriedly checked the second strip hanging on his shoulder: equally dark. The floor lamp and the ceiling light were both unlit. The drapes had been closed all night and the room was in cloudy darkness. He could just identify the radiator, the vase of flowers, the bookcase, the smaller chair, and numerous exposures of the closed door. The floor frames were nearly black. Now the camera changed position, moving to the kitchen doorway and shooting back into the bedroom with a wide-angle lens. Dark frustration.


  


  The bed was folded away into an ordinary sofa, the coffee table had moved back to its rightful position, the remaining pieces of furniture were undisturbed, the drapes covered the only window, the lights were not lit. He squinted at the final frames and caught his breath. A figure—a dim and indistinct somebody of a figure-stood at the far corner of the coffee table looking at the closed door.


  


  Tabbot grabbed up the third strip of prints.


  


  Four frames gave him nothing but a closed door. The fifth frame exploded in a bright halo of flash: the gun was fired into the waiting lens.


  


  Sergeant Tabbot jumped out of the truck, slammed shut the door behind him and climbed the stairs to the third floor. His bad knee begged for an easier pace. The young patrolman was gone from his post upstairs.


  


  A keeper blocked the door to the apartment.


  


  Tabbot approached it cautiously while he fished in his pockets for the I.D. card. At a distance of only two feet he detected the uneasy squirmings of pain in his groin; if he attempted to squeeze past the machine into the apartment the damned thing would do its utmost to tear his guts apart. The testicles were most vulnerable. A keeper always reminded him of a second generation fire hydrant—but if he was grilled at one of the precinct houses he would never be able to describe a second generation fire hydrant to anyone’s satisfaction. His interrogator would insist it was only a phallic symbol.


  


  The keeper was fashioned of stainless steel and colorless plastic: it stood waist high with a slot and a glowing bullseye in its pointed head, and it generated a controlled fulguration emission—a high-frequency radiation capable of destroying animal tissue. The machines were remarkably useful for keeping prisoners in and inquisitive citizenry out.


  


  Tabbot inserted his I.D. into the slot and waited for the glow to fade out of the bullseye.


  


  A telephone rested on the floor at the far end of the sofa, half hidden behind a stack of dusty books: the woman had read Western novels. He dialed the precinct house and waited while an operator located the officer.


  


  Impatiently: “Tabbot here. Who opened the drapes?”


  


  “What the hell are you— What drapes?”


  


  “The drapes covering the window, the only window in the room. Who opened them this morning? When?”


  


  There was a speculative silence. “Sergeant, are those prints worthless?”


  


  “Yes, sir—nearly so. I’ve got one beautiful shot of that detective sitting on the sofa after the drapes were opened.” He hesitated for a moment while he consulted the notebook. “The shot was fired at six forty-five this morning; the janitor opened the door at ten minutes after nine. And I really have a nice print of the plain-clothesman.”


  


  “Is that all?’


  


  “All that will help you. I have one dim and dirty print of a somebody looking at the door, but I can’t tell you if that somebody is man or woman, red or green.”


  


  The Lieutenant said: “Oh, shit!”


  


  “Yes, sir.”


  


  “The coroner opened those drapes—he wanted more light to look at his corpse.”


  


  Wistfully: “I wish he’d opened them last night before she was a corpse.”


  


  “Are you sure they’re worthless?”


  


  “Well, sir, if you took them into court and drew that same judge, he’d throw you out.”


  


  “Damn it! What are you going to do now?”


  


  “I’ll go back to six forty-five and work around that gunshot. I should be able to follow the somebody to the door at the same time—I suppose it was the woman going over to let the murderer in. But don’t get your hopes up, Lieutenant. This is a lost cause.”


  


  Another silence, and then: “All right, do what you can. A hell of a note, Sergeant.”


  


  “Yes, sir.” He rang off.


  


  Tabbot hauled the bulky camera into position at one end of the coffee table and angled at the door; he thought the set-up would encompass the woman walking to the door, opening it, turning to walk away, and the assailant coming in. All in murky darkness. He fitted a fresh magazine to the camera, inspected the lens for non-existent dirt, and began the timing calculations. The camera began ticking off the exposures bracketing the point of gunfire.


  


  Tabbot went over to the window to finish his inspection of the third strip of prints: the kitchen. The greater bulk of them were as dark as the bedroom.


  


  The strip of prints suddenly brightened just after that point at which he’d changed to a wide-angle lens, just after he’d -begun the final wrap-up. A ceiling light had been turned on in the kitchen.


  


  Tabbot stared at a naked woman seated at the table.


  


  She held both hands folded over her stomach, as though pressing in a role of flesh. Behind her the narrow door of the water closet stood ajar. The table was bare. Tabbot frowned at the woman, at the pose, and then rummaged through his notes for the retroactive exposure time: five minutes past six. The woman who made Christmas dolls was sitting at a bare table at five minutes past six in the morning, looking off to her left, and holding her hands over her stomach. Tabbot wondered if she were hungry—wondered if she waited on some imaginary maid to prepare and serve breakfast. Eggs, coffee, dry toast.


  


  He searched for a frame of the stove: There was a low gas flame beneath the coffee pot. No eggs frying. Well . . . they were probably three-minute eggs, and these frames had been exposed five or ten minutes apart.


  


  He looked again at the woman and apologized for the poor joke: she would be dead in forty minutes.


  


  The only other item of interest on the third strip was a thin ribbon of light under the shower curtain. Tabbot skipped backward along the strip seeking the two exposures angled into the shower stall, but found them dark and the stall empty. The wrong hour.


  


  Behind him the camera shut itself off and called for attention.


  


  Tabbot carried the instrument across the room to an advantageous position beside an arm of the chair and again angled toward the door. The timer was reset for a duplicate coverage of the scenes just completed, but he expected no more than a shadowy figure entering, firing, leaving—a murky figure in a darkened room. A new series was started with that one flash frame as the centerpiece.


  


  His attention went back to the woman at the table. She sat with her hands clasped over her stomach, looking off to her left. Looking at what?


  


  On impulse, Tabbot walked into the kitchen and sat down in her chair. Same position, same angle. Tabbot pressed his hands to his stomach and looked off to his left. Identical line of sight. He was looking at the shower stall.


  


  One print had given him a ribbon of light under the stained curtain—no, stained folding door. The barrier had leaked water.


  


  He said aloud: “Well, I’ll be damned!”


  


  The printed strips were stretched across the table to free his hands and then he examined his notebook item by item. Each of the prints had peered into the past at five minutes after six in the morning. Someone took a shower while the woman sat by the table.


  


  Back to the last few frames of the second strip taken from the second magazine: a figure—a dim and indistinct somebody of a figure—stood at the far corner of the coffee table looking at the closed door. Time: six-forty. Five minutes before the shot was fired.


  


  Did the woman simply stand there and wait a full five minutes for a knock on the door? Or did she open it only a moment after the exposure was made, let the man in, argue with him, and die five minutes later behind the chair? Five minutes was time enough for an argument, a heated exchange, a threat, a shot.


  


  Tabbot braced his hands on the table edge.


  


  What happened to the man in the shower? Was he still there—soaking himself for forty minutes—while the woman was gunned down? Or had he come out, dried himself, gulped down breakfast and quit the apartment minutes before the assailant arrived?


  


  Tabbot supplied answers: no, no, no, and maybe.


  


  He jumped up from the chair so quickly it fell over. The telephone was behind the stack of Western novels.


  


  The man answering his call may have been one of the wicker basket men.


  


  “County morgue.”


  


  “Sergeant Tabbot here, Photo Section. I’ve got preliminary prints on that woman in the apartment. She was seated at the breakfast table between six o’clock and six-fifteen. How does that square with the autopsy?”


  


  The voice said cheerfully: “Right on the button, Sergeant. The toast was still there, know what I mean?”


  


  Weakly: “I know what you mean. I’ll send over the prints.”


  


  “Hey, wait—wait, there’s more. She was just a little bit pregnant. Two months, maybe.”


  


  Tabbot swallowed. An unwanted image tried to form in his imagination: the autopsy table, a stroke or two of the blade, an inventory of the contents of the stomach— He thrust the image away and set down the telephone.


  


  Aloud, in dismay: “I thought the man in the shower ate breakfast! But he didn’t—he didn’t.” The inoperative phone gave him no answer.


  


  The camera stopped peering into the past


  


  * * * *


  


  Tabbot hauled the instrument into the kitchen and set up a new position behind the woman’s chair to take the table, stove, and shower stall. The angle would be right over her head. A series of exposures two minutes apart was programmed into the timer with the first frame calculated at six o’clock. The probe began. Tabbot reached around the camera and gathered up the printed strips from the table. The light was better at the window and he quit the kitchen for yet another inspection of the dismal preliminaries.


  


  The front door, the janitor and a second man in the doorway, the bright beauty of a frame with the detective sitting on the sofa, the darkened frames of the sofa pulled out to make a bed— Tabbot paused and peered. Were there one or twofigures sprawled in the bed? Next: the kitchen doorway, the overstuffed chair, the misplaced coffee table, the window with the closed drapes— All of that. On and on. Dark. But were there one ortwo people in the bed?


  


  And now consider this frame: a dim and indistinct somebody looking at the closed door. Was that somebody actually walking to the door, caught in mid-stride? Was that somebody the man from the shower?


  


  Tabbot dropped the strips and sprinted for the kitchen.


  


  The camera hadn’t finished its programmed series but Tabbot yanked it from position and dragged it over the kitchen floor. The tripod left marks. The table was pushed aside. He stopped the timer and jerked aside the folding door to thrust the lens into the shower stall. Angle at the tiny wash basin and the mirror hanging above it; hope for sufficient reflected light from the white tiles. Strap on a fresh magazine. Work feverishly with the side rule. Check and check again the notes to be certain of times. Set the timer and start the camera. Stand back and wait.


  


  The Lieutenant had been wrong.


  


  The woman who made Christmas dolls did not walk to the door and admit a man at about six-forty in the morning; she didn’t go to the door at all. She died behind the chair, as she was walking toward the window to pull the drapes. Her assailant had stayed the night, had slept with her in the unfolded bed until sometime shortly before six o’clock. They got up and one of them used the toilet, one of them put away the bed.He stepped into the shower whileshe sat down at the table. In that interval she held her belly, and later had breakfast. An argument started—or perhaps was carried over from the night before—and when the man emerged into a nowdarkened kitchen he dressed and made to leave without eating.


  


  The argument continued into the living room; the woman went to the window to admit the morning sun while the professional gunman hesitated between the coffee table and the door. He half turned, fired, and made his escape.


  


  “There’s a little hole in the spine...“


  


  Tabbot thought the Lieutenant was very wrong. In less than an hour he would have the prints to prove him wrong.


  


  To save a few minutes’ time he carried the exposed magazine down to the truck and fed the film into the developing tank. It was a nuisance to bother with the keeper each time he went in and out, and he violated regulations by leaving it inert. A police cruiser went by as he climbed down from the truck but he got nothing more than a vacant nod from the man riding alongside the driver. Tabbot’s knee began to hurt as he climbed the steps to the third floor for what seemed the hundredth time that day.


  


  The camera had completed the scene and stopped.


  


  Tabbot made ready to leave.


  


  He carried his equipment outside into the corridor and shot three exposures of the apartment door. The process of packing everything back into the bulky case took longer than the unpacking. The tripod stubbornly refused to telescope properly and fit into the case. And the citizens’ privacy law stubbornly refused to let him shoot the corridor: no crime there.


  


  A final look at the unoccupied apartment: he could see through into the kitchen and his imagination could see the woman seated at the table, holding her stomach. When he craned his neck to peer around the door he could see the window limned in bright sunshine. Tabbot decided to leave the drapes open. If someone else were killed here today or tomorrow he wanted the drapes open.


  


  He closed the apartment door and thrust his I.D. card into the keeper’s slot to activate it. There was no rewarding stir of machinery, no theatrical buzzing of high-frequency pulsing but his guts began growling when the red bullseye glowed. He went down the stairs carefully because his knee warned against a fast pace. The camera case banged his other leg.


  


  Tabbot removed the reel of film from the developing tanks and started it through the printer. The second magazine was fed into the developer. He closed the back door of the truck, went around to the driver’s door and fished for the ignition key in his trouser pocket. It wasn’t there. He’d left the key hanging in the ignition, another violation of the law. Tabbot got up in the cab and started the motor, briefly thankful the men in the police cruiser hadn’t spotted the key—they would have given him a citation and counted him as guilty as any other citizen.


  


  The lab truck moved out into traffic.


  


  The printing of the two reels of nylon film was completed in the parking lot alongside the precinct house. He parked in a visitor’s slot. Not knowing who might be watching from a window, Tabbot removed the key from the ignition and pocketed it before going around to the back to finish the morning’s work.


  


  The strip results from the first magazine were professionally insulting: dark and dismal prints he didn’t really want to show anyone. There were two fine frames of gun flash, and two others of the dim and indistinct somebody making for the door. About the only satisfaction Tabbot could find in these last two was the dark coloring: a man dressed in dark clothing, moving through a darkened room. The naked woman would have been revealed as a pale whitish figure.


  


  Tabbot scanned the prints on the second strip with a keen and professional eye. The white tile lining the shower stall had reflected light in a most satisfying manner: he thought it one of the best jobs of backlighting he’d ever photographed. He watched the woman’s overnight visitor shower, shave, brush his teeth and comb his hair. At one point—perhaps in the middle of that heated argument—he had nicked himself on the neck just above his Adam’s apple. It had done nothing to improve the fellow’s mood.


  


  One exposure made outside the apartment door—the very last frame—was both rewarding and disappointing: the indistinct somebody was shown leaving the scene but he was bent over, head down, looking at his own feet. Tabbot supposed the man was too shy to be photographed coming out of a woman’s room. He would be indignant when he learned that a camera had watched him in the little mirror above the wash basin. Indignant, and rather furious at this newest invasion of privacy.


  


  Tabbot carried the prints into the precinct house. Another sergeant was on duty behind the desk, a man who recognized him by his uniform if not by face or name.


  


  “Who do you want?”


  


  Tabbot said: “The Lieutenant. What’s-his-name?”


  


  The desk man jerked a thumb behind him. “In the squad room.”


  


  Tabbot walked around the desk and found his way to the squad room at the end of the building. It was a large room with desks, and four or five men working or loafing behind the desks. Most of them seemed to be loafing. All of them looked up at the photographer.


  


  “Over here, Sergeant. Did you finish the job?”


  


  “Yes, sir.”


  


  Tabbot turned and made his way to the Lieutenant’s desk. He spread out the first strip of dark prints.


  


  “Well, you don’t seem too happy about it.”


  


  “No, sir.”


  


  The second strip was placed beside the first.


  


  “They’re all dark except those down at the bottom. It was brighter in the shower stall. That’s you in the shower, Lieutenant. The backlighting gave me the only decent prints in the lot.”


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *
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  Gerard F. Conway is another product of the Clarion science fiction workshops; in fact the story below was written last year for discussion there. It’s a powerful story about a different kind of interstellar ship, and a very personal type of space disaster. . . . At Clarion, evidently they don’t do just writing exercises. You’ll see more of Conway’s writing in his first novel, THE MIDNIGHT DANCERS, an Ace Science Fiction Special to be published July 1971. And, of course, there’ll certainly be much, much more after that: the man is a story-teller.


   


  


  MINDSHIP


  Gerard F. Conway


  


  


  We were three weeks out from Centauri when our Cork blew.


  


  He was a thin man, almost gaunt, with lines and hints of age wrinkling the paperweight thinness of his skin; for that, he was a young man, and it showed in the way he carried himself—easily, sliding along with that forward shove affected by those still new in space, the kind of lopsided tumble that bumps you off walls, cracks your head against low hatches, gives you a hundred bruises and cuts on your first trip out. Like a fly in water, spinning about, flapping gauze wings; he moved like that. Occasionally, he smiled; when it came, it rested for only a moment as though unsure, waiting to be blown away. If I were to pick a word, a single word for him, it would be Young.


  


  Like all Corks, he was a Sensitive. You could see it in his hands, the way they fluttered over his lap when he sat in the lounge, the way they touched and lighted on the arms of his chair, rested on his knees, moved on to trap themselves under his elbows; his fingers were long, tapered, sallow candles lit from an inside source, always pale and drained, pinkish at the tips where the nails used to be. When he spoke, his hands jumped and dove, winding tapestries in the coffee-stained air of the lounge where we slouched about, chatting and listening to carefully worn tales; when he spoke, his voice was quiet, unobtrusive, gentle. When he spoke, he looked down, watching his hands. Sometimes he stared at them as though they were apart from him, flesh-tinted birds nestling in his lap. I know that look.


  


  Three weeks out on our third run, he blew. We were lucky to get back to port. Lucky for us. His luck ran out when he shipped aboard theCharter.


  


  You can’t think of yourself objectively; at least, it’s that way with me. I can’t judge; it’s too easy to relax the more temperate aspects of the personality, and take hell out on yourself. Too easy. We all tend to mark ourselves as martyrs.


  


  * * * *


  


  I was captaining theCharter when we touched down on Endrim; half the crew had been blown away by the last twist into the Back Region: the former Captain was one of the first to go down, of course, and since I was First, I took up and carried through and brought us down and kept us Out. All the right things, all the smart things. We still lost half our crew.


  


  By the time we reached Endrim, we were a limping mass of crippled mindship. Even the Engineer was on the verge of being blown; somewhere back in the second foray our Cork—this one was an old man way past his third ‘juve, a crumpled shell of gray and pink who’d somehow managed to stick it through six runs with only minor adjustments; the contrast between him and the Cork we latched onto at Endrim was blowing—cracked up and began fingering pod controls in his bay section; somehow he punched a liferaft node and ejected himself suitless into the Big None. Never found him, though at that point we were rather busy to be looking for a half-senile Sensitive. Maybe we should have sent out a pod; after he blew, everything seemed to crumble at the edges, eating in towards the middle like acid rust on a sheet of cheap tin. That’s when the Engineer started complaining about stresses along the lateral lines; that’s when half the crew snapped and went screaming into liquid madness.


  


  A Cork is quite a useful thing on a mindship; without one, crews have a tendency to dissolve in their own madness.


  


  When we touched Endrim, I made finding a new Cork Priority One.


  


  In a port, any port, whether it’s on the dark side of the main spiral or the light, you’ll find three types of districts: your pleasure centers, where the less discriminating congregate; your livers—local residents only, it says here; and your communes. It’s the last place you look for when you’re searching out a Sensitive.


  


  That’s where I found the new Cork.


  


  * * * *


  


  I was with the Cook. He pushed through the screen ahead of me, twisting around to hold the strands back and let me through; I ducked under the low hang, came out into a scent of sweet smoke tainted by an under-odor of dust, and the dry, sometimes choking flavor of packed earth. It was dark, graying towards corners where candles and oil-lamps made futile, halfhearted efforts to relieve the black. I blinked against the sting spotting my eyes, glanced in at the unmoving shapes outlined in the dim glow.


  


  “Here?”


  


  “Bet. Bet on, right.”


  


  “Your game.” Straightening, I looked around, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the gloom; beside me, the Cook shuffled about, obviously looking for a familiar face. If he could see a face. Endrim was his home port; he hadn’t been born there, but when he thought of a place when he thought of home, it was Endrim. He’d been my guide, more or less. I’d gotten the impression that parts of the port were as strange to him as they were to me.


  


  One of the figures moved, unwound into a spider-shape vaguely resembling a man. The Cook moved forward, hooked an arm, beckoning the house-head towards him. They spoke in low tones while I settled myself against a wall latticed with cracks, made a show of relaxing: I was tense. I was a new Captain, and this was my first cruise, my first crew-choice. I was tense.


  


  They came over to me, the house-head moving in a slow, stooped slide-walk: spacer. I watched him, and in the gloom, I saw the left side of his face, wrinkled and twisted, creviced with a subsurface river of scarlet where a set of capillaries had broken: a blown Cork . . . one who’d snapped so far the pieces were scattered like powdered sand. His eyes found me, he saw my look, and he smiled, a curve of the lips just slightly askew from the line of his face.


  


  “Not your man here, Cap’n, not me, no. Quiet boy we got, back new. Fresh one, no scars, you see, huh.”


  


  His voice was slurred, blurred by the pull of the muscles torn in his neck.


  


  “Let’s see him.”


  


  “Back. Wait, hold. Kay.”


  


  He turned, slipped into the shadows. I glared at the Cook; he didn’t seem to see me.


  


   God.


  


  Then the blown Cork was back, and behind him was another man. Correction: a boy. And just like that, with a man coming towards me out of the darkness, I snapped; not on the surface, but underneath, so deep, so far inside that I didn’t sense it then, or even later when it all surged out; it was then, right then, that I snapped. That I made my first wrong decision, my first murder; of myself, of this Cork. Not tangible; not real so you could touch it—but real so it would be in my mind forever when I realized it for what it was.


  


  His hands moved nervously at his sides, finally latched into the loops of his overjacket, fidgeting in and out of the leather curls. He didn’t look at me, only towards me, and he spoke softly in answer to my questions. I tried to be the well-studied pro.


  


  “Name?”


  


  He told me.


  


  “You’re from Endrim?”


  


  He shook his head, named a place just in from the Center.


  


  “How’d you get out here?”


  


  He’d shipped passage. That startled me. Passage from the Center to the rim was hardly inexpensive, and there were many old Spacers caught on the rim who’d been born down towards Earth space—and who couldn’t return to die; not even a trader will take on an old spacer past his fourth ‘juve, and those old men were next to creditless. Sometimes a charter-ship will give mercy passage, but not often; when one does, the old man becomes a galley slave of sorts, and generally works harder than he’d ever worked in a life of spacing. For most, though, spacing to the rim is a one-way ticket. It’s the last haul, the final jump before death . . . and here was a man little more than a boy who’d shipped passage to the soul dump of the galaxy; it was odd. It was more than odd.


  


  I said as much, and he shrugged, and his hands twisted at the loops of his overjacket.


  


  “Experience?”


  


  He’d been on one run, was laid off when the ship lost its permit; a shuttle ship between worlds of the Endrim system. Little more than a children’s game. No experience; it would have been a masochistic form of suicide for me to take him on.


  


  “Billet him,” I said to the Cook, turned, and pushed my way from the commune, out into the cool night air of Endrim.


  


  When we cut ourselves, we use little knives.


  


  * * * *


  


  (I don’t want to look within my soul; the questions there are darker than the answers; I don’t want to have to know, to see myself, to understand. So I wait. I move about, I slice and cut away at the pieces of my flesh which mean the most to me, and in slicing, I cut others. Or is it the other way around? I don’t know. I don’t want to know.)


  


  * * * *


  


  He was a fair Cork. In time, with experience to back up his instincts, he’d be a good one. He had a natural sense of calm, a quiet way about him that set one at ease, relaxed tightening muscles, soothed anxieties to a knotted throb rather than a lancing pain; he was a Sensitive. Just talking with him eased the soul.


  


  When we were in Drive, he was everywhere, talking, calming, relaxing, easing: a mind among our minds, a valve for our combined tensions, a release, a Cork.


  


  During those weeks of our first run as a full charter-ship, under my command, I watched him with half attention; he always seemed to be just a few feet away, a constantly stabilizing factor because of his familiarity alone. When I was setting a course, or reviewing the planes and lines of the mind-structure powering the ship, he was there: a lamb-soft presence that our previous Corks under the last Captain had never been. Where they’d been huge, powerful, draining, he was small, an undercurrent sewer for our frustrations, present yet overwhelming. He channeled the dirt and the insanity out of our minds, keeping us all on that borderline tightrope between the sane and the mad.


  


  I’ve heard Corks described as maternal images, psychic wombs into which the power-minds of the ship crawl during stress, to be cradled and loved—to be drained. The poisons of the sick minds which power a mindship have to be sucked clean; the Cork was the Valve which drained us.


  


  I say us; that includes the Captain. Most of all, the Captain. There isn’t a truly sane mind aboard a mind-ship; it’s a contradiction in terms. Sane minds don’t provide the degree of energy needed to twist space, to send a charter-ship into the Back Region; sane minds are passage payers, not crew; sane minds are useless when it comes to space.


  


  But if there’s anyone who has to be sane on a mind-ship, to any degree—it’s your Cork. If he blows, everyone blows.


  


  And that’s your real one-way ticket.


  


  I didn’t see him after that day in the commune until we were two weeks out from Endrim, heading in towards the Center; I’d been aware of his presence, of course, but there’s a difference between that sort of awareness and actual confrontation; one is nebulous, a drifting, echoing thing. The other is stark, real, tangible. It’s an important difference. It was for me.


  


  I’d fixed the lines, set the degrees for the run down the well to Center; in the Back Region, in the zone pushed to one side of real space, the gravity well acts like a suction pump on a mindship. It provides all the pull needed for a run into Center, so all that’s required is a vector set and a guard crew to watch for bubbles in the continua; going up from Center is another matter. There you’re fighting all the way, riding light currents while dragging against that black well, swimming up towards thinning stars cast through the ghost-haze of hyperspace; in a run out, it’s all struggle . . . and it’s on the run out that your Cork receives his greatest strain. That’s why I found him in the lounge, sipping at a drink, listening to the untensing crew members trade tales about other runs, other times. He was watching them, and at the same time, his eyes had that oddly distant look that reveals a Cork to be in Sensitive. Going in he could afford to wander outside his station; going out he’d have no time for socializing. So he sat there, drinking and listening with a distant, passive look.


  


  I went over.


  


  We made small talk, inane, untroubled talk between a Captain and one of his officers; he seemed reticent about the portions of his life before he came to Endrim. When, in passing, I asked him about his early days before he left the Center, he grew even less talkative than before; he seemed to wind in on himself, a slight hardening of the wires in his neck—nothing definite, nothing obvious, just a sudden withdrawing. His answers remained soft, there was no hint of tension in his voice; he circumvented the subject entirely with a single phrase, bringing it around to me, to my past. Strangely, the shift didn’t strike me then as abrupt; perhaps I wanted to talk about myself, had been only keeping time until the inevitable return questions started. It was friendly, shallow; it seemed so.


  


  I talked then about life on my home world, a dustbin planet in the western arm; the Cork listened, and his attention seemed to act like a salve, drawing out things of my past that I’d let rest for years, things I’d been aware of, but which I’d kept buried without review since those days.


  


  Being alone during a sandstorm, crouching in a darkened corner of cold steel while wind pelted the outside walls with a rain of dry sand; watching a friend die, too small, too young to help him; then alone, never wanting to be alone again, leaving the world years later to space, where the walls were still cold steel, where other winds pelted those outsides with dry sand, but where you weren’talone, where there were others joining your mind with theirs, their minds with yours; speaking of a gut need tostay inside, away from the naked expanse of vacuum and dust, to hide within a framework of cozy steel, running from space into space; I told him about a box I’d once seen that opened into another box, which in turn unfolded into another box— which flowered to reveal another box, each layer peeling away to a following layer, until there was nothing left but a final square which couldn’t be opened. In languid tones, I told him all of this, and at the time I thought it was all simply idle talk between a Captain and one of his officers.


  


  He listened, his hands dancing at the ends of his arms: alien, with separate lives. Or not so separate.


  


  I didn’t ask him about himself again; that seemed distant, unimportant.


  


  After a while, I left.


  


  * * * *


  


  We made the run in to Center under the line. We’d charted most of the coordinate space assigned when the Charter had left base four runs earlier under a different Captain and a partially different crew; two more runs and then we’d leave. The next took us across the central plane of the spiral; five weeks without incident off-ship, and only one incident within.


  


  The Cook pointed it out; I’d just left control when he approached me, plucked at my side.


  


  “Gotta do, gotta do quick. Cork go, maybe snap, huh?”


  


  “What?”


  


  “He sitting, not talking no one. Something wrong, bet, something, bet on, right.” He bobbed his head, a shank of blackish hair twirling back from his eyes, falling back again. I stared at him, let it come in slowly. The Cork.


  


  “Where is he?”


  


  “Mess. Just sit, not talk, just sit, drinking.”


  


  That was bad. I walked on down the hall, found myself moving into a trot, came to the shafts and dropped the three levels to the mess level.


  


  He was sitting by himself, just back from the coffee console, sipping at the steaming cup, staring at his hands.


  


  “What’s wrong?”


  


  Nothing; he shrugged, tried a weak smile. I slid into place across from him, nervously keyed the remote on the table before me, waited for the hot coffee to be prepared; muscles jumped in quick spasms along the outsides of my ankles, a nervous thing I get. I watched the Cork. He kept his eyes on his hands, occasionally taking a drink from his coffee.


  


  “Cook says there’s something the matter. . .”


  


  He said no, nothing was wrong.


  


  I felt uneasy, sitting with him. Everything about him was calm, gentle—and yet I felt uneasy. I realized that I’d practically deliberately avoided him since that day in the lounge. Being near him made me uncomfortable; I couldn’t explain it.


  


  “Dammit—say something.”


  


  He did. He started to talk, quietly, about nothing particular, commenting first on the smoothness of the run, the attitudes of the crew, who he thought was involved with whom, how he liked the ship, how he was happy to be running under me, how he admired my calm, my judgment, how he liked the Engineer, how he was glad the others liked him, rambling, continuing on without saying anything; his hands drifted across the tabletop, brushing it gently as though smoothing the wrinkles from a sheet, stopping to take up his cup, hold it, place it back; he talked, and I stopped listening; I didn’t want to listen, didn’t really quite want to hear him. Finally, I pushed away from the table; he stopped speaking, looked up at me.


  


  Was anything the matter?


  


  “No,” I answered, wearily. “No. It’s fine. Just okay. I’ll see you later.”


  


  I went out, feeling weak. Something nagged at the back of my mind, and I brushed it away, as I brushed away the memory of the Cork sitting there, watching me leave, his eyes blank and uncaring. Seemingly.


  


  * * * *


  


  (What had I expected from him, that it hurt me and forced me to hurt him when nothing came? What had I wanted from him, other than for him to be a good Cork? Why had I chosen him, of all the ones to choose —why him?)


  


  * * * *


  


  I saw him about the corridors of the ship; he moved through the halls slowly, head down as he took a vaguely wandering path along the rim of the mind-ship, where the gravity was on; moving like a wraith of sorts, he always seemed lost in thought, though we knew that the distant look he held was that of a Sensitive in contact. He left varying impressions with the crew. Some of them thought him a touch psycho, others that he was the most sane of us all and was lost in our insanity; both were wrong, by my thinking. He was different, alone; apart from the rest of us. Dispassionate might have been a good word, but for the fact that he was hardly that; I found him at times when he thought he was alone, and he’d be shaking himself back and forth, muttering something low and rhythmic under his breath. In any but a Cork, I would have found it strange; but the ways a Cork maintains his sanity sometimes seem stranger than madness.


  


  So it seemed to me at the time; now I see that I didn’twant to understand him, to see how he was crumbling inside. I didn’t want to see him. He was the Cork.


  


  So it went. He listened, and he spoke little of himself— little of substance, little of him—and in his station, he took up our insanities.


  


  And on our third run, three weeks out from Centauri, up from the Center, our Cork blew.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mind drive:


  


  I stood away from the ship, away from the ball of light matrixed with networks of power and energy, a hundred balls of mind rolling in upon themselves like waves upon a muddy beach, churning up soot and soil and seeping back into gray-green blackness, foaming in coils of power: central to the silent storm of madness glowed the jeweled prism-light of the Cork’s mindfield, which seemed to whirlpool the darkness away even as the madness was generated, sending the ebon richness away from the ship in a stream of pulsating sapphire which shoved the Charter on through the Back Region, lancing white and blue behind, a helix of force.


  


  Beyond the ship were the stars: dim, slightly out-of-focus, as though seen through a veil of cheesecloth; ahead, the dome-like bowl of dun-colored space was dappled with pinpricks of gold and crimson: the hyper-space stream.


  


  I stood away from the ship, and I guided its bulk with careful charges of power along the lateral lines, along the planes, along the narrowed vertices; I stood away within my mind, outside the ship, non-eyes overseeing the mind drive.


  


  A hundred sick souls pouring out the filth of their madness, to have it twisted and bent, curved through a funnel wielded by the Engineer; a hundred sick souls, filtered through a sane one—a safety valve, a Cork.


  


  The stream of energy pulsed, unchanging, a throbbing flow.


  


  I could feel the weight of Center dragging at me, pulling at the fringes of my perspective; the same sensation one gets when climbing a high tower with a heavy pack strapped to one’s back—it sets you aslant. I compensated, the ship shifted, and we moved sluggishly through the stream.


  


  Images:


  


  Twist-


  


  Squatting in sunlight, sweating from open pores, juices welling along the insides of my arms, down my sides, my waist—sweltering, dying; waiting and no one comes. He’s gone; my fault; he’s gone. Desert world.


  


  (Gentle thoughts from the jewel: cool, soothing, draining off the memory.)


  


  Twist-


  


  Dark, cold room around and over, sounds throbbing in my veins, in my skull, alone, wet afraid panicking—


  


  (His hands came into my mind and plucked the madness away, silken fingers from the gem brushing my thoughts—cold.)


  


  Twist-


  


  Control room chaotic-, fires, smashing consoles and screens, the labored breathing of a madman in the Captain’s set, blood trickling black from his nostrils, cutting a scarlet river down his chin. Screaming, I shoved him from the chair, watched the body curl over on itself like paper tossed into a fire, limp, waferthin, rag-doll fall away; screaming, I clambered up into the Captains set, found the wires . . .


  


  (And the Cork plumbed the poisons from my mind, and I was purged, cleansed... .)


  


  The ship plunged on.


  


  * * * *


  


  In the control room, I fell forward as something took the Charter and shook it.


  


  Walls canted up around me; I fell sliding from the set, caught myself on the arm before the wires could tear out of my skin. In the distance, alarms screamed.


  


  Somehow I was back in the set, strapping the emergency bands across my chest, snapping them into place around my feet. Another shock threw the ship forward; I slammed into the bands, thumped back.


  


  “Engineer . . . status report.” Calm. Tendrils of calm played with the burgeoning shadows of panic lacing my consciousness; I gripped the arm rest, forced myself to relax.


  


  Forced—


  


  I cut off the hurried string of numbers from the Engineering section. “The Cork—where is he? I want him up in the control room with me. Now.”


  


  “Yes, sir.”


  


  Punching a key on the board console to my left, I studied an exterior view of the ship. It showed a bowl of gray curving away to either side, unstained save for a congealing mass of vibrating black dead center on the screen.


  


  “He’s not in his section, sir.”


  


  “Find him, then.”


  


  “Yes, sir.”


  


  Not in his section. It drove home, fell away; I stared at the screen, not registering the view. Not in his section.


  


  “Sir?”


  


  “What?”


  


  “We’ve found him, sir.”


  


  “Where?”


  


  “In the ... ah, in the mess, sir. Drinking coffee.”


  


  Goddamn!


  


  “Send him up.”


  


  “Yes, sir.”


  


  The ship lurched forward again, and the view on the screen flickered, faded, grew large again. I sent out impulses to reverse the thrust.


  


  Behind me a pneumatic hiss signaled the entrance of the Cork.


  


  “Where in hell were you?” He started to explain; I cut him off. “Never mind. You’ll be stationed here. I want you near me when we push through that hole.”


  


  He didn’t answer. I was busy again, making corrections, feeding in new figures to the computer brains lining the shell of the control room, relaying the decisions and revisions on sight along the mental circuits binding the ship.


  


  During a pause, I glanced up at him.


  


  He was ready to blow.


  


  It was there in his posture; he slouched, slumping weakly against the bank of machines leading up into the Captain’s set; his shoulders curved away into his back, a line of trembling muscle. His hands quivered at his jacket front, fumbling with the nubbin of a zipper, nervous, more nervous than I’d ever seen him before. His eyes were shadowed, and they didn’t meet mine; it wasn’t a new thing—only now it seemed to have meaning, where before ...


  


  “Oh god.”


  


  He didn’t seem to hear me.


  


  If I’d cared just a bit more, I would have seen it coming. Just a small bit more awareness, and perhaps . . . No good.


  


  I groped in the slot under the left arm rest, came up with the syringe kept filled there for the Captain’s use during a hard pull; I grabbed his arm, plunged it in. He seemed unaffected.


  


  “Just stay. Just keep thinking...”


  


  He didn’t answer; he didn’t seem to hear me.


  


  I turned away from him, made the connections that would send me over into mind-drive, and blacked out.


  


  Black:


  


  Shrieking:


  


  Writhing and alive: Light.


  


  It curled from away, from everywhere, and it bent in on us, a great, blistering, ebon sore.


  


  I threw the ship forward, peeling away the layers of hyperspace—


  


  —boxes, each flowering into the next and (A ghost form came and took the fear from me, swallowing it into himself)—


  


  —battering against the gravity well eating into our drive, slamming up through seas of force, while the burning sun flared around us, the Back Region consumed with heat, the fabric of hyperspace wrinkling in a white-hot energy storm, and the fiber bent, and it warped, and it fell away from us—


  


  Twist-


  


  Seething sun golden bronze madness leaping now larger ever larger always ta—


  


  (Shadow hands came, and took our madness)


  


  (Weak, soft, frail hands—like tissue)


  


  (Tissue in a maelstrom)


  


  (Breaking)


  


  A hundred sick souls poured out their insanity, and the sewer swallowed the festering ichor, and it drove us on, funneling the power, driving.


  


  The black spot erupted before us.


  


  I slid the ship around, away—cut forward and then punched into overdrive.


  


  We were gone, caught in a side-drift, splicing away from the side-space between real and unreal, in and out—gone.


  


  Where we’d been, the black spot blossomed, flowed, spread like ink—and drained away.


  


  The ship slipped through a fold in space, came out in the grain-black midnight of outside. We drifted through sudden calm. Stars were brilliant chalk against a velvet paint sky.


  


  Silence.


  


  Everywhere ...


  


   ... no.


  


  From some dim corner of our collective consciousness came a low moan, a pitiful moan of pain and agony, not an audible moan, not a physical scream of swollen torment—but a whimpering mental whine.


  


  The Cork.


  


  I came back to the control room, tore off my straps, swung down out of the Captain’s set—and found him slumped on the floor inches from my feet, arms outstretched as though groping for something yet out of his reach.


  


  * * * *


  


  His mind was gone, lost somewhere back in the torrent of madness I’d forced him to drain; he lay in a huddle at the foot of the set, wound in on himself, fetus-like, his pale hair tumbling in disarray over eyes blanked white, staring; he’d clamped down on his tongue sometime during the flight, and a stream of red-black blood dribbled through his lips to the floor, already turning brown. His clothes were torn in ragged strips; his arms were bleeding. He was whimpering when I came to him, a gurgling whimper that spat up clots of blood. I bent to him quickly, removed the twists of wire from his forehead, pulled him up to a sitting position. His body was limp, sagging in my hands; the bones seemed to jut through the skin like dry sticks. I stared at him, and after a while I let him down and left him there to whimper alone, in silence.


  


  * * * *


  


  We cut ourselves with small knives. An old man doesn’t matter, but a young man’s different: an old man’s something you’re going to be ... a young man’s something youwere.


  


  Why did I take on an inexperienced Cork? Not just my own inexperience; oh, no: something dark within me that made me strike out against myself, against the Cork—against a wealth of hates and frustrations I could never quite touchbefore having them taken away. . . . Something about a sand planet. . . .


  


  But I still can’t quite touch it. I never will. Sometimes I think about that Cork, and what I did to him. Sometimes I have nightmares in which I’m strapped to a table and people stick knives and pins into me, needling me with private things, and I scream, not for myself, but for them. Sometimes I’m another man’s sewer, and I realize: we’re all leeches.


  


  Sometimes I’m a little bit mad.


  


  But not for long.


  


  The silken fingers quickly come, and take the pain away....


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *
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  * * * *


  


  


  Barry Malzberg has published most of his science fiction novels and short stories under the penname “K. M. O’Donnell,” but is now going back to writing under his own name. What bizarre or baroque reasons he may have had for these machinations, I don’t know precisely. The following story (maybe the Borgesian term ficcion would be more precise) gives ample evidence that Malzberg’s mind doesn’t work in established ruts, though.


   


  


  NOTES FOR A NOVEL ABOUT THE


  FIRST SHIP EVER TO VENUS


  Barry N. Malzberg


  


  


  I


  


  It is 2119. The space arm of the government amalgamated with the military a century ago and now owns everything. Five million people are employed directly in this program and fifty-eight million others work in wholly space-related projects.


  


  For a hundred and twenty years a self-sufficient colony of forty thousand has dwelt on the moon. Satellite colonies on space stations orbiting the moon and Earth contain some ten thousand other souls. There has not been a manned exploratory flight for a long time but until a decade ago it was not deemed quite necessary as things seemed to be working out so nicely otherwise. Most of the mass media now emanates from orbit and from the moon since it has been found far less expensive to segregate the entertainment and news industries in an artificial environment. Intricate rocketry devices implanted upon the moon in 1985 allow its orbit to be juggled and rearranged and there is always a full moon for national holidays.


  


  * * * *


  


   II


  


  The captain of the Venus expedition is forty-two years old. He is the cream of a selection process which picked him from over four thousand men and women eligible for the position. He commands a crew of eight hundred and sixty-one, of whom more than fifty are entertainment and political personalities who will participate in the broadcast. A slight tendency toward aphasia which came upon him in the latter stages of the preparation-program is well compensated by two grains of disulfiamazole taken three times daily. His blood pressure under stress is one hundred and thirty over sixty-five. In his youth he was prone to premature ejaculation but has not been bothered by this problem for twenty years. He is happily married and the father of two grown children who accompany him on this flight. His wife must remain home due to imminent liver troubles but remains of good disposition and will take part in some of the broadcasts.


  


  * * * *


  


  III


  


  The chief engineer of this project, a man named Willoughby, knows that it is headed for disaster. No exploratory flight of this nature has taken place for over thirty years, the moon being approached through remote devices and the unmanned flights to Venus having occurred in ships one-twentieth the size of the one being prepared. Willoughby knows that the training procedures are both inadequate and fallacious because the equipment itself will not work on the long, difficult flight being planned, and time and again he has thought of bringing his opinions to the heads of government. Nevertheless, he cannot: his life is committed to the space program and he understands the desperate reasons underlying the expedition to Venus; to hinder the project in any way would bring the program, massive as it may be, into total disrepute and destruction. (Because he is something of a bureaucrat, he cannot allow himself to think of what will happen to the program if the expedition aborts spectacularly; he will worry about that when the time comes.) Also, Willoughby does not totally trust his judgment; none of the scientists who are over him or the technicians underneath seem to share his fears about the project and he cannot be the one to break the news. He does not discuss this with anyone but continues his work on an elaborate diary of suspicion and predicted failure which he decides he will release when the ship explodes in orbit


  


  * * * *


  


  IV


  


  The captain and Willoughby have known one another vaguely for many years and do not seem to get along. This is because many years ago Willoughby laid the captain’s then-youthful wife in secret at a large holiday party conducted by the agency on the moon, bringing her to a violent orgasm during which she confessed that he was much better than the captain. Since then, the two men have not been able to truly confront one another although Willoughby has no evidence that the captain is certain what happened.


  


  He found the captain’s wife vague and out-of-synchronization while he fornicated with her and decided that the captain was a man in need of sympathy. He has no idea whether this incident plays any part in his decision to suppress his fears about the project but hopes that it does not since he has always prided himself upon being an objective and competent man.


  


  * * * *


  


  V


  


  Wilt Okun, the celebrated knuit player, will be on the Venus expedition and it is planned that he will play the National Anthem as the ship touches down on Venus. His presence on the flight will be concealed from the general public until then since his performance is supposed to be in the nature of a surprise and his stature as an entertainer this year promises that he will do excellent things for the public relations of the expedition. In order to get Okun, the agency was forced to guarantee his agent three percent of the flight budget plus a percentage of all eventual cassettes of his landing, but this expenditure was lumped with general procurement and thus is not public knowledge. In any event, the expenditure is well worth it as Okun is the best knuit player since 2112 and the days of Lester Carter. Appeals to his patriotism failed and bureaucratic threats were met with defiance, making the expenditure necessary.


  


  * * * *


  


  VI


  


  Massive riots, in 1972, resulted in the destruction of important equipment and personnel in many of the agency centers. Since then, security has been increased to the point that the centralized agency, located over three hundred square miles in the state of Nebraska, is totally-self-contained and impregnable to assault. More importantly, the agency moved in the wake of the riots to improve its public relations and to educate the public into understanding that their fate and importance as human beings devolved totally upon the ability of humans to pierce the heavens and it was the agency who was going to pierce the heavens for them so why not be reasonable and respond to the agency the way people used to respond to archaic religious totems and slogans?


  


  * * * *


  


  VII


  


  The efforts of the agency in this regard have, by this year, 2119, succeeded in convincing over ninety percent of the electorate that the human condition is inextricably bound to landing on Venus and if the mission fails, their lives will be utterly worthless. Population engineers in the higher level of the bureaucracy issued covert warnings about 2108 that this was dangerous because if the mission failed a good deal of disenchantment might devolve upon the agency, which could find its base of popular acceptance undermined and the lives of some of its employees might even be endangered. These population engineers were overruled however since the agency had decided by 2105 that a really large, effective push had to be undertaken within the lifetime of most people in the country; otherwise its position might erode. By 2110 Venus had been selected as a near and likely target and the enormous appropriations and efforts had commenced. Researches indicated that eight years was the longest effective period of public involvement and so, when plans were finalized, June 4, 2119 was selected as the date of Venus landing and the countdown began at V minus two thousand, nine hundred and twenty(days). Millions were invested in accompanying materials and national holidays were declared on V minus two thousand, V minus fifteen hundred, V minus one thousand and V minus five hundred. Also V minus four hundred, V minus three hundred and V minus two hundred. Also V minus one hundred and fifty, V minus one hundred and V minus fifty. Also V minus forty, thirty, twenty, ten and five. Also V minus one.


  


  * * * *


  


  VIII


  


  On V minus three Willoughby decides that he can no longer live a lie and through extraordinary efforts secures an appointment with the Chief of Cabinet. He tells the Chief that the Venus flight will fail to reach orbit and will definitely fall into the sun. The Chief, who really has no authority whatsoever, and whom the agency has enlisted to participate on the voyage as head of state, immediately places Willoughby under state arrest and has him shot the morning thereafter.


  


  * * * *


  


  IX


  


  On the way toward Venus a massive spectacle is presented by the personalities on board which is sent back via transistorized devices to the five billion people remaining on Earth. Wilt Okun, who is not part of the performance, being held back as the surprise of surprises, sits hunched over his knuit under the dome of the ship, staring out into the wasteland of space and playing diminished sevenths and quadruple-stopped arpeggios on his instrument while his mind, so to speak, wanders free over his history. He recalls a girl with whom he had sexual intercourse fifteen years ago, when he had insinuated his way in the project as a messenger, and thinks of what a truly splendid, if asymmetric fuck she was. Although Okun does not know this, this girl is the wife of the captain; she is in a hospital in West Town at the moment and she will, in some cunning way, be the key to any understanding of this novel.


  


  * * * *


  


  X


  


  Crowds gather in the streets, watching enormous monitors suspended by dirigible in the sky, carrying the progress of the ship. There is to be an enormous celebration at the moment of landing and a series of national holidays which will continue until the ship is safely home again.


  


  Screens have been set up on the periphery of the project in Nebraska; for a circumference of hundreds and hundreds of miles, people have come to park in their transport against the screens and share the experience together. A small number of revolutionaries with incendiary devices have joined the parked transport but with no hope of doing anything unless the mood of the crowd, inexplicably it would seem, should turn ugly.


  


  * * * *


  


  XI


  


  As the first jolt hits the ship, the gravitational devices fail and the captain finds himself suspended in ozone, crouched tailor-fashion near the ceiling, rubbing his hands uselessly together as the ship falls toward the sun. He realizes immediately what has happened because of his excellent training and background, and transmits an order to have the transmission halted immediately, but because all intra-ship communications are wrecked in the jolt the order is neither heard nor followed. The ship falls toward the sun at a speed of several thousand feet a second. It takes twelve hours, altogether, for the ship to be cut off and all of these twelve hours are seen on Earth by two and a half billion adults and many million children.
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  * * * *
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  * * * *


  


  


  This is a ghost story, but it’s like no ghost story I’ve ever read. It concerns Alexander the Great and his friend Cleitus the Black, whom he killed in a drunken rage. It’s about glory and love and the need for change, and other human necessities. But I think the thing I like most about it is its thoughtful speculation on what a ghost really is. (No, not what it’s made of: what it is.)


   


  


  POOR MAN, BEGGAR MAN


  Joanna Russ


  


  


  A strange man, with a black cloak wrapped about him and a fold of it drawn over his head to hide his face, with the easy, gliding step of one who no longer cares if his feet go over rough or smooth, a man who smelled the smell of cooking at a turn in the narrow, rocky path, but to whom it meant nothing but a signal about what somebody else was doing, nothing more, this fellow-who was of a fairly ordinary and nonformidable appearance (though perhaps a bit mysterious)-slipped along the winding path outside Alexander’s camp near the Indus River as if he knew where he was going. But he had no business being there, certainly not in the heat of the afternoon, though the vegetation around him cast the path into a certain tenebrous gloom. Light and shade spotted him. It was early in the Indian summer and petals and yellow dust dropped on the path and on the leaf mold to either side. He shook himself free. He reached an open place and continued, not looking round.


  


  A quarter of a mile from the general’s tent the path ascended, became rockier and more open; a guard lounged on a rock, absorbed in a bluebottle he held between thumb and forefinger. He did not see the stranger as he passed, nor did he return his salute. Muffled to the chin, the stranger passed servants clearing dishes from a board table set up in the open sunlight (for the general’s tent commanded a view of the valley from an uninterrupted but therefore somewhat inhospitable height). He stepped inside the tent, bending under the canvas flap, his black cloak trailing. He found his man seated at a low table, calling for a map; he put one hand on his shoulder and then he said quite diffidently-


  


  “Come, I’m still a civilized fellow.”


  


  “Apollo guard us!” choked the conqueror, turning pale. The stranger laughed and shook his head, still with the inoffensive and friendly manner that had made him so popular, and that had ` occasioned such grief when Alexander had murdered him at the age of twenty-eight.


  


  “Your teacher, Aristotle, wouldn’t like that,” he said, shaking his y head humorously, and he sat down on the edge of the table, closing his hand around a wine cup.


  


  “Take your hands off that!” said Alexander automatically, and ‘- then he said, his color coming back, “Take it.”


  


  “Oh no, thank you,” said his dead friend, smiling apologetically, “I couldn’t, now. You have no idea what an inconvenience it is, to be dead-”


  


  “Take it!” said the conqueror.


  


  “Ah, but-- and his murdered friend put the wine cup down.


  


  “Well?” said Alexander. The dead man smiled, the mild smile of those who provoke and endure insult; he smiled, backing away. .: “I thought,” he said, “that the novelty of my appearance-”


  


  “Doesn’t last.”


  


  “Ah, but you owe me-”


  


  “What?”


  


  The ghost wandered away a few steps, past the ray of brilliant f sunlight that entered the tent through the front flap, brushing the canvas wall with his shoulder and causing not a ripple. “I remember,” he said, “I remember.” Alexander watched him intently in the half light the light that made of the conqueror, of his handsome face and bronze figure, a statue.


  


  “Ah, what I remember!” broke out the ghost, with a genuine laugh. “I remember your amazing forcefulness when you got drunk.” The man at the table watched him. “And I remember,” added the ghost, padding round the room, “sitting with my feet up and my knees under my chin on some kind of marble shelf, like a schoolboy, and watching you rant-”


  


  “I never rant.”


  


  “Rave, then. But you mustn’t split hairs. My word, they tried to hold you back, didn’t they? And my sister was your old nurse what a scandal! I hear you shut yourself up for three days.” Here he paused in the darkest corner of the tent. “You know,” he said, coming out into the light, dragging his cloak carelessly off one shoulder, “you know,” he said, his whole face becoming clearer, his brow rising, his eyes opening as they do in strong feeling when the face is about to become a mask, “you know” (with an expression almost of amazement) “I do remember it quite well. I have analyzed it a hundred times. I had no idea what hit me. I thought the room had turned round and the floor had come up and thrown itself against me. And then something hit me in the chest and I bit my tongue, do you know, and I saw your face-”


  


  Here Alexander broke into a roar of laughter that might have been heard even outside the tent, but the tent flaps did not move; they hung quite still.


  


  “My dear friend,” he said affectionately, “really I am very sorry, but you know you might have come back four years ago. I feel for you, I do, but I’m afraid time has rather worn the whole affair away. You see” and he pointed to the litter of papers on his desk.


  


  “Ah,” said the ghost wisely, “but 1 don’t age, you see.”


  


  “That’s too bad,” said the emperor, putting his elbows on the table and his chin in his hands, “and now-”


  


  “Now?” said the ghost expectantly.


  


  “Now be a good fellow and go away.”


  


  “No.”


  


  “Then I shall,” but when the emperor pushed back his chair and got up, he saw that the friend he had killed was somehow sitting in it and fingering his papers and that he did not like.


  


  “My, look at this,” said his friend.


  


  “Let that be!”


  


  “You’re going to India; how nice.”


  


  “Will you-!” and he snatched the stranger’s hand, but the shock of finding it flesh and blood was too much for him and he started back, shouting, “Guards!” No one came.


  


  “Ah, nonsense,” said his friend quietly. He sat at the table as a secretary or accompanying philosopher sits and writes down a great man’s words; his black cloak had slipped off his shoulders and lay half on the seat and half on the dirt floor, like a pool of ink. He picked up one document after another, carefully and respectfully. It had always been remarkable how this man could pick things up; his hand closed around a cup, a vase, a woman’s hand, with such gentleness and such attentive curiosity that one might almost imagine inanimate objects feeling actual pleasure at his touch. Women had liked him and he had evaded them.


  


  “You’re going to India,” he said. He was looking at marks on a map. Alexander strode matter-of-factly to the tent flap to get friends or attendants who would rid him of this annoyance, but the tent flap hung straight as stone. He could not move it.


  


  “What do you want from me?” he said between his teeth.


  


  “We-ell,” drawled the stranger.


  


  “What?” shouted the king, losing his patience.


  


  “You’re growing afraid.”


  


  “Not I!”


  


  “Yes you are, and you’ll do it.”


  


  “Do what!”


  


  “Quietly.” He studied the map. “Look at this,” he said. “You’re going to cross the Indus, you’ll be another seven years away from home, your army will mutiny and by the time you establish another Alexandria-how many Alexandrias are there by this time? -at the eastern edge of the world, your government in the west will have collapsed and you’ll have to begin all over again. Good Lord, what an agenda!”


  


  “Stop playing with me,” said the king, and he sat, with considerable dignity, on a low bench near the opening of the tent.


  


  “Why not? You used to play with me,” said the ghost reasonably. “I used to.”


  


  “Precisely. You used to.”


  


  “Death hasn’t steadied your character,” said Alexander.


  


  “Or sweetened yours!”


  


  “Those who want to get kicked will get kicked,” said the king.


  


  “Yes, precisely,” said his friend, blinking. “Well, what I want is this. I want you to turn back, go spend the next winter in Heliopolis, renamed from Babylon (what a change!), and withdraw your borders to the edge of Persia. You’re a fool. You can’t keep what you’ve got. As it is, the empire will fall apart three days after your death. You think you can put up a few carved pillars, appoint a satrap and a place is yours. Nonsense.”


  


  “And-”said Alexander.


  


  “And,” repeated the ghost, looking a little bewildered, “and well-there you are.” Alexander rose to his feet. “I’m not done-” But a sudden breeze blasted the tent flap into the air as if someone’s violent enthusiasm had flung it skyward. Grinning cheerfully, though perhaps with a certain awkwardness, Alexander walked to his friend and embraced him.


  


  “Would you believe me,” he said, “if I told you that I had repented? Sincerely repented? Why, man, I saw no one for three days; they thought I would abandon them in the middle of the desert. So much grief! But you should have known enough to keep away from me.” He patted, without shrinking, his friend’s unnaturally solid back. “And the story about your sister was true,” he said, “though embroidered a little, I’ll admit. I was truly fond of her and hated to cause her pain. And you” His voice thickened. “Well, you know-”


  


  “Ah,” said the ghost, helplessly blinking.


  


  “You know,” said Alexander tenderly. “You know.” And then, without another word, only looking back with smiling and compassionate regret, he walked out of the tent.


  


  Left alone, the stranger gazed thoughtfully after him for the space of a minute. Then, with extraordinary rapidity, he whipped his cloak from the chair near the low table, wrapped it into a small package, and flung it into the air. Watching it as it hung suspended between the roof and the floor, he laughed to himself, a noiseless fit that doubled him up. As soon as he took his gaze off the cloak, it fell like any other object, gracelessly unfolding itself in a scattered bundle like a wounded goose. He picked it up and put it on.


  


  Nom for the other one, he thought, and he sat down on the bench near the canvas wall, quite composed. His name was Cleitus. He had been known in life as Cleitus the Black.


  


  In Persia, in order to secure his political position, Alexander had married (and caused two hundred of his nobles to do likewise, although their sentiments on the matter had not been ascertained at the time) a Persian lady of aristocratic birth. Roxane, as his wife was called, had spent most of her childhood in a courtyard with a mosaic marble floor, either learning to read and write (which she despised) or chasing a striped ball with several other girls who kissed her hand in the morning and in the evening and said “my lady.” When she was seventeen she was surprisingly and suddenly married to a man famous, handsome, young and formidable Three weeks’ absence from home made her desperately sick for her courtyard, which she had always considered a prison before, and in which she had longed to stand on a chair piled on another chair piled on a table so that she could see out of it and view the great world.


  


  She came into the tent five minutes after Alexander had left it and two minutes after the stranger had seated himself on a bench.


  


  “Eh!” she said, startled. He was down on his knees, bowing, before she could take fright and run. Then he kissed her hand, which comforted her because that was so familiar.


  


  “Who are you?” said she, sensibly. He only smiled at her, as vaguely and disarmingly as a man who has never been anything else but a woman’s bumbling pet, and he kissed her hand again “I, madam,” he said, “am called Theophrastus.”


  


  “What a foolish name!” said Roxane, giggling, for she had never learned to lie or be polite either.


  


  “My lady,” he said, suddenly affecting to look alarmed, “should you be here alone with me? That is-I mean-I believe-” Roxane tossed her head.


  


  “Nobody follows me around,” she said, “here. Nobody would dare hurt me,” she added, “I suppose.”


  


  “Yes,” she said. “Are they-are they-” (she whispered this)”bloodsuckers?”


  


  “Uh-no,” said the ghost, his wits scattered.


  


  “Oh, then it’s all right,” she said, relieved. “You can keep away the other kinds, but that kind-” Suddenly she looked at him keenly. “You don’t really know, do you?” she said.


  


  “Of course I do,” he said. She frowned. “No-you-don’t,” she said with emphasis. Her face darkened. “You’re Greek!”


  


  He admitted it.


  


  “Ha!” she said. “You probably don’t believe in them at all.”


  


  He protested that he did.


  


  “No you don’t,” she said. “I can tell. You’ll tell my husband it’s a lot of nonsense. I know.”


  


  “Madam!” he protested. “On my honor-”


  


  “Greek honor!” she cried. “You’ll tell my husband it’s some Asiatic foolishness.” She darted to him, grabbing his shoulders and furiously shaking him. “Yes you will!” she shouted. “You’ll tell him it’s nonsense and then he’ll go out there and then-” and she turned away and screwed up her face. She began to cry.


  


  “Now, now, now,” he said.


  


  “He’ll get killed!” wailed little Roxane. “He will! He will!”


  


  “No, no, no,” said the stranger, stroking her hair. She leaned against him, sobbing a little. Then she pulled away.


  


  “I’m rather homesick,” she said sharply, explaining her conduct.


  


  “Of course, of course,” said the ghost in the tone women used to love so when he was alive. “It’s only natural, of course.”


  


  “You shouldn’t pat my head,” said Roxane, sniffling.


  


  “Yes, of course,” he said smoothly, “of course.-But it calms you, doesn’t it? and it does so distress me to see you upset.”


  


  “It makes my eyes red,” said Roxane, blowing her nose in her long, Persian sleeve.


  


  “It makes you unhappy,” said he, “and I don’t like to see people unhappy, you know, though I have so few feelings myself.” He smiled. “I had a wife like you once; she was much cleverer than I and she hated the court: a real intellectual.”


  


  “Nobody with any heart would,” said he. She colored.


  


  “Madam,” he said quickly, “I must find the emperor.”


  


  “I don’t know where he is,” said she, sitting plump on the bench. She looked interested and expectant. The ghost began to walk up and down like a man tormented in his mind by the urgency of something. He said “Ah, but madam!” and then he shook his head to himself a few times and said, “Madam-”


  


  “Why, what’s the matter?” cried Roxane, who was entirely ignorant and hence unafraid. The ghost came and sat down beside her with his black cloak (looking rather foolish) dragging behind him.


  


  “You know, madam,” he said earnestly, “that your husband, his Imperial Majesty, pai dios-”


  


  “Yes, yes,” said Roxane impatiently, clasping her hands.


  


  “Your husband,” said the ghost, looking round as if afraid they might be overheard, “has no doubt told you, madam, that he intends to cross the river in a few days’ time and for this he will need native scouts, guides, madam, to acquaint him with the towns and villages that may lie beyond.” Roxane nodded, perfectly attentive. “Well now,” continued the ghost, “and, madam, I tell you-I tell you, I am nearly out of my senses-these guides whom your husband has engaged now refuse to go anywhere. They have scattered to the four winds, madam.” He looked at her apologetically, as if what he was about to say was too foolish to be believed and in any case utterly beyond her notice, and then he said, “They are afraid, madam, of the ghosts.”


  


  “Ghosts!” shouted Roxane, sitting bolt upright.


  


  “Oh yes, but it’s nothing, some native foolishness, people walking about with their feet on backward-”


  


  Roxane sprang to her feet and began walking nervously around the tent.


  


  “If there are ghosts out there,” she said, “I won’t let him go.”


  


  “But his Imperial Majesty-”said the ghost, coughing faintly.


  


  “Never you mind about that,” she said. “I know what’s what and I know-”She turned to him suspiciously. “What kind of ghosts?”


  


  “Kind?” said the ghost, puzzled.


  


  “I’m stupid,” said Roxane spitefully. “I believe in ghosts.”


  


  “Ah, but,” said the man, as if he had made an astonishing discovery, “so do I!”


  


  “Really?” said she.


  


  “Ah yes.-I’ve seen too many not to believe in them. But the kind I believe in are not those Indians with their feet put on backward or your Persian demons and afreets that suck blood but a kindwell, a kind-’


  


  “A Greek kind?” asked Roxane, fascinated.


  


  “No, I think a universal kind,” he said with a slight, guilty laugh, stroking her hair. “The kind, you see- You see, when a poor wretch dies, some unfortunate idiot, many times he dies with an unfulfilled passion, something that tormented him all his life but something he never mastered or settled with. And this poor fool, he finds after his death that he’s not one of the blessed dead that lie in the ground or end up in the fire and are gone, that’s it, the lucky ones. Most of these men-and women, too, you know-most of them are nothing much, no force of character, you might say, so they simply blow about with the wind like old rags, drifting from place to place.”


  


  “Ooooh-yes-yes-” whispered Roxane.


  


  “Now for most of us,” he went on, cupping her face in his hands, “that’s it, you see, but for a few-” He smiled enchantingly. “A few have too much feeling to stand for that; they want too much, and these are the dead you hear about in songs and stories, who come back to pay off debts or wreak vengeance, you know, or take care of their children. And some-ah, some! they have a driving passion, a force that won’t let them rest. They have hard bodies like you and me. You can see them, too. And you can find them-why, anywhere! In the marketplace at high noon, in temples, theaters-”


  


  “They don’t cast shadows!” Roxane broke in eagerly.


  


  “Ah, but they do,” he said, “indeed they do and sometimes” (with the same slight, guilty laugh, picking up his cloak and cradling it in his arms) “sometimes they even carry their shadows around with them. They do all sorts of odd things. But they are poor folk, after all, you know.”


  


  “Why?” she whispered.


  


  “Why?” he said lightly. “Why, because they only live while their passion is unsatisfied, you see. And as soon as they get what they come back for, they die for good. But they must come back, you know, they can’t help themselves. They want it so much. You know yourself” (here she shuddered) “what it feels like to go about wanting something desperately, don’t you?”


  


  “Oh, I do!” sadly.


  


  “Well, there you are.” He stopped, looked tenderly at her, and then, as if it were the natural sequence of his discourse, kissed her, pulling her up to him by the shoulders.


  


  “Ah, that’s wrong!” cried she, bursting into tears because she had a husband but nobody, really, and he-smiling-because she reminded him (perhaps) of three or four memories picked out of his memories of women or perhaps all of them, because he had loved and pitied everything living when he himself was alive.


  


  “Little one wants to go home, doesn’t she?” he whispered, holding her against him. “Little one’s lonely? Eh?” kissing her hair.


  


  “Yes, yes,” she sobbed, pushing him away. As if she were coming out of an enchantment, she looked at him doubtfully, ready to run away.


  


  “Madam,” he said briskly, “if you would permit me-I mean to utter no treason against his Imperial Majesty, but a man of affairs, a man preoccupied with questions of state-a busy man, in short -why, such a man may neglect those nearest and dearest to him without the least design. He may not even realize that he is so doing, his mind being preoccupied as it is.”


  


  “Ah?” said Roxane, bewildered but sure there was something s good coming.


  


  “In such cases,” said the stranger, with a bland smile, “a short absence may be the best- ah, madam, forgive me offering you advice, but as, an old friend of the family, as it were, I feel-”


  


  “Well-” said Roxane, trying to look like a grande dame.


  


  “I feel,” he continued, “that if your husband could be presented though not in reality, of course-with the prospect of losing you -if he could be made to imagine it, so to speak, he would at once realize the void, the gap, if I may say it, the absence in his life and he would-with a rush of feeling, of repentance, as it were, though far be it from me he would immediately regret that his business affairs had taken him so often and so far away from you.”


  


  “Well, ye-es,” said Roxane.


  


  “Many men,” continued the stranger, with unction, “many men only realize their true feelings when those feelings are threatened, as it were. They-


  


  “Yes, but how?” Roxane broke in impatiently.


  


  “How?” he said.


  


  “How could I do it?”


  


  He bowed (as best he could from a sitting position).


  


  “How?” she repeated anxiously. “Come, tell me and do stop beating about it like that!”


  


  “Madam has seized the thought at once,” said the stranger admiringly.


  


  “I always do,” she said, “I’m very quick, but really, if you won’t-”


  


  “A minute, a minute.” He cleared his throat. “Could you not-’; he said, and then: “There is an Indian village a few miles from this camp.”


  


  “Yes indeed,” said Roxane promptly.


  


  “You have never been to this village,” he said, “but you can go there easily enough. In daylight, of course. The path is wide and unmistakable. If you don’t mind staying with one of the farmers -a comparatively rich and luxurious household, of course-”


  


  “Pooh! I don’t care,” she said.


  


  “Well then, that’s that! Stay for a night and he’ll go wild without you. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he gives up this Indian project, too. You’ll get a good deal more attention from him from now on.” He spread his hands. “That’s it.”


  


  “Oh!” exclaimed Roxane, then “Oh!” again in delight. She sprang to her feet. “I shall,” she said, “this very night. Thank you.” She started to run out of the tent, exclaiming “Yes-I must-- and then she turned around abruptly, saying, “Don’t tell!” He took her hand and she cried “Really!” quite unaffectedly, snatching it away with a disgusted expression. He bowed low-a real bow this time -and the princess rushed out.


  


  Left to himself, the dead man appropriated two items of his former master’s property: a pen and a piece of paper. With the appropriately serious expression, he began to write a letter, a letter such as those written to husbands by adventurous and fleeting wives who are only too delighted to be running away with somebody interesting, but who write of the whole matter in terms of the deepest and direst compulsion. He was laughing soundlessly to himself by the time he had finished. Ah! that kiss had been sweet! but only for old times’ sake, he thought. The static qualities of death oppressed him; he felt that mutability was mankind’s only hope, even though it took the flowers and pleasures of one’s time. Most terrible about the dead was the way in which they did not, could not, could never, could never even hope to change. Change, he thought, with unspeakable anguish. Outside the tent, as transparent to his sight as the sky, the sun was beginning to set. Little Roxane would be in her Indian village by evening, very curious, very delighted to see how the peasants lived and playing alternately the milkmaid and the great lady. He envied her. He envied Alexander, he envied every common soldier, he envied every dog, every rat, every louse on that inhospitable, rocky eminence. They could be hungry. They could be in pain. They might not walk through the worst of Alexander’s battles no more in danger than the rain that rotted the bodies of the dead. Did men want little or get much? He could not tell. With the mild, ingenuous face and diffident manner that had made him so popular in Alexander’s court, he wandered about the tent with the letter in his hand. Dinners were cooking all over the camp, three and a quarter miles of dinners. The thought of so much human busy-ness caused him considerable pain. He moved unsteadily and blindly against Alexander’s campaign table, and then as the innocent maps and memoranda stared up at him in the gloom, his brow cleared. He dropped the letter on the center of the heap. Alexander would look for his lady in the woods, not in the village, misled by the fanciful instructions of a dead man, and in the woods- his blind face stirred with a painful rage. That damned fool! The sentry who would find it would run to him-not a moment too soon; that would be seen to -and Alexander, who knew perfectly well that his wife detested writing and could not spell, would-! The ghost bent over in a silent fit of laughter. Oh, the emperor would call himself an idiot but he would go! He despised his wife, no doubt, but he would go! He would know it was a trap, but he would go! What had the Athenian philosopher said? Ghosts hate crowds? Ah yes, that was it. In silence and in little company and most of all at night-The fool! Men were easiest to manipulate alone, in silence, and in the dark; that was all. Even that great fool, that king of fools, that king of kings . . . Laughing still to himself, the emperor’s friend walked toward the tent wall, his cloak folded over his arm. He could have gone out any way he chose, but he chose to melt through the wall like a mist, astonishing anyone who saw him. No one saw him.


  


  When Alexander received his wife’s letter he was lying on a divan after supper, hearing one of his tame philosophers read him a discourse on the immortality of the soul. It did not please him. He had drunk moderately at table. He received the letter curtly, read it abruptly and gave vent to his feelings with a roar of rage.


  


  “My lord!” exclaimed the tame philosopher.


  


  “Damn her!” cried the king.


  


  “The immortality of the soul-” ventured the philosopher, trembling.


  


  “Damn the immortality of the soul!” shouted the conqueror, his neck swelling. He began to put on his armor. He dashed to the wall, seized his shield and rushed out, looking in again only to snatch up his sword from where it stood by the entrance to the tent. His face was scarlet and distorted, like a djinn’s.


  


  They searched the area north of the camp, taking no chances; they shouted to each other; someone found footprints but they were not the proper size. Soon, through his own impetuosity and his soldiers’ fear of becoming separated, the emperor and one of his philosophers, a historian, one Aristophorus, found themselves ahead of the search party. They were in a little glade.


  


  “Rest yourself, rest yourself,” said Alexander, and the old man, tottering to a fallen log, said “Yes, my lord.” He was carrying a torch. He took off his sandals and sat, his back hunched over, his beard pointing at his knees.


  


  “Why don’t they shout?” said Alexander suddenly. “I told them to shout.”


  


  “They will catch up with us, my lord,” said the philosopher, rubbing his feet, “no doubt.” Alexander repeated “No doubt” and wandered to the other side of the glade, into which a faint radiance had already begun to creep from the rising moon. He peered into the darkness.


  


  “I can’t see any lights,” he said.


  


  “According to Aristotle,” said the philosopher contentedly, “the eye sends out rays which are reflected by objects in its path, thus producing sight. But when the rays are reflected strongly by any object-and those objects composed of the element of fire are most vigorous in the exercise of this property-then other objects appear but weak and faint in comparison.”


  


  “Put it out!” said the young man, and as the old one only stared at him uncomprehendingly, Alexander seized the torch himself and thrust it upside down against the earth. Immediately the darkness around them seemed to rush in as if the circle of light had been snapped like a hoop; Alexander leaned between two trees at the edge of the little clearing.


  


  “I can’t-” he said, and then, conscious that he had spoken more softly than before, “I can’t see a thing.”


  


  “They will catch up with us, my lord,” said the old man. With the moon rising and the firelight gone, something very peculiar was happening to the little glade; objects were melting and changing; they ran one into the other as if nothing in the universe were stable. The clearing looked like the bottom of the sea. Alexander walked rapidly back and forth for a few moments, then turned (as if the place were affecting his nerves) and stared at the old man.


  


  “I’m afraid to talk out loud,” he said, as if stating a fact, and then he said sharply “Who are you?”


  


  “What, my lord?” said the old man, startled, but his imperial master did not answer, only shook his head as a man does who has found a mote in his eye. He walked about again and then stopped as if the indistinct light-and the masses of shade confused him; he said, “I hear no one.”


  


  “Why no, my lord,” said the old man placidly, stroking his toes, “I daresay they have passed us by and we must wait until morning.”


  


  “Fool!” said Alexander. He stopped in the middle of the glade irresolutely. Then he said, “Get out of here, old man.”


  


  “My lord?” said the philosopher mildly.


  


  “Get out of here!”


  


  “But my lord-!”


  


  “Get out! That’s a command! You’ll find the others soon enough.”


  


  “Will you-”began the philosopher, but Alexander (who had drawn his sword) waved him imperiously away.


  


  “Get out!” he roared.


  


  “But my dear lord-” (shocked,) and then the king urged him with such fury that the old man flew out of the clearing with his sandals still in his hands. He saw the lights of the soldiers’ torches at once, as Alexander had said he would, and they spent the rest of the night looking for the emperor, but they did not find him.


  


  Left alone, and doubly uncertain of himself, Alexander turned back into the glade, only to see his friend lounging against a tree in the moonlight at the opposite end. The moon had risen and it bathed the little glade in livid quicksilver; the king felt his nerves give way; he had an impulse either of love or of despair that made him want to bury his head in his friend’s knees and beg . . .


  


  “I like a light in which I can judge distances,” he said grimly.


  


  “There are no distances here,” said the dead man. “Here things are very close together.”


  


  “My wife?” said the conqueror.


  


  “Quite safe.” They looked one another over for a few moments, the one erect and bristling like a dog, the other curved against his tree as he had curved against every surface, every command, every necessity in his short and easy life.


  


  “Your fine world!” said Alexander contemptuously, indicating the clearing with a gesture that was almost-but not quite-a snap of the fingers.


  


  “No,” said the dead man, smiling urbanely, “yours. The real world. Like the bottom of the sea. As you look at my features they seem to swarm and melt. They could be anybody’s.”


  


  “Imagination!” with scorn.


  


  “Ah, the imagination . . . the imagination, which the philosophers say gives color to everything.” The dead man detached himself from his tree and moved noiselessly into the clearing, over grass the color of mercury. “My dear friend,” he said lightly, “my dear, dear friend, you must remember that I am dead and so I look at things from a very special point of view. I know, you see, the torments of desire after death, desire too late to satisfy desire, and I want you to avoid the same fate as myself. You must not spend eternity longing for your wife and your cook and your mattress maker, for you neglect them; you know you do.”


  


  “Bah! Don’t want them,” said Alexander.


  


  “No?” With the same fixed smile the dead man moved toward him, like a walking corpse or a man in a dream.


  


  “Keep away!” cried the king in horror.


  


  “Why?” said his friend gently. “Because I have a white face? Because I look like a leper? My face is white, my dear friend, through an excess of passion. My movements are slow because I . am dead.”


  


  “Damn you, what do you want?” cried Alexander, breathing hard.


  


  “Want? The man who killed me.”


  


  “I never-never-!” cried the king passionately.


  


  “Never? Never?” Color came flooding into the dead man’s face, making it look black under the moon. “Never intended? Never meant? Oh no, I daresay! No one ever intends to kill a pet! One wrings the poor bird’s neck in a moment of sheer, unthinking irritation, isn’t that right? One kicks the clown and behold! the poor fool falls downstairs and breaks his neck. Bah! One shatters a vase, merely.” They looked at each other for the space of a minute and then-as if the outburst had broken his mood and reassured him.


  


  “I never disliked you,” said Alexander sullenly.


  


  “Oh, no!” in a tone half between a laugh and a sob. “Oh, no!” more quietly.


  


  “No, never,” said the king stolidly, and he went and sat on the fallen log.


  


  “I’m not through,” said his friend mildly. “Do you know what you `missed?” He leaned over the seated man. “For one, your wife’s sweet little tongue that I tasted some four hours ago.” Alexander said nothing. “Ah, you don’t care? You have glory?”


  


  “I do,” said the monarch.


  


  “Yes, like the sunset, I suppose. All the color and light that belong to nobody belongs to you. Names! What else do you have: love?”


  


  “We don’t deal in that commodity,” said Alexander with a flash of teeth.


  


  “Ah! there you speak like your father. Your father, whom your mother poisoned with the poison they use to drive rats mad, and who died blubbering over a servant girl who was the only one in the palace foolish and brave enough to give him a drink of water.”


  


  “One can avoid being poisoned,” said Alexander, grinning again.


  


  “Yes, one can,” said his friend, “and I daresay if you avoid being poisoned or assassinated or stabbed in a mutiny-and you have been pretty successful so far-you will live to be an old man.”


  


  “You tire me out,” said Alexander, rising.


  


  “Ah! but wait-can you get by, do you think, at the end?”


  


  “You’ve shot your bolt, man!”


  


  “No, wait-listen-there’s my wife. I think about her all the time, about the colors of her face and hair and the remoteness she had for me, and how I liked her the better for that, I think. Oh! don’t you wander about when you’re dead, remembering things like that!”


  


  “I can remember what I’ve done,” said Alexander, laughing, , “which is more than you can manage, I think. Now! Let me go. I have no time for any more.”


  


  “No, no,” said his friend softly.


  


  “Ah, yes!” answered the king, as softly.


  


  “Try,” said the dead man. The king drew his sword. “Try.” His friend was smiling charmingly; he stretched forth his neck as if to offer it to the knife. “I can keep you here,” he said. “That’s one ‘` thing I can do.”


  


  “For what!” harshly.


  


  “You’ll see.”


  


  The king began to laugh. He walked about the clearing, roaring with mirth. The moonlight struck sparks from his sword hilt and a line of silver blazed along the blade; he whirled his sword above his head like a boy going into battle for the first time; he struck the trunks of trees with it and laughed.


  


  “I have something to show you,” said the dead man quietly.


  


  “What?” gasped the king, “what?” half out of breath.


  


  “Something, dear, boy.” Alexander could not stop laughing. He sat on the log and roared, rocking back and forth. The moon must have gone behind a cloud, for the little glade grew darker and darker; in the gloom, in the midst of the indistinct mass of confused shadows, sat Alexander laughing. He looked up and found, .to his surprise, that his dead friend had come up behind him and now held him by the shoulders in a grip so strong and yet so light that he could not break it. He was forced to turn to one side; he tried to turn back and could not; he struggled impotently under the dead man’s grip while his friend’s face, so close to his own, moved not an inch, showed not by the slightest alteration in its expression that to control the warrior of the age was any effort for him, a soft and an always soft living man.


  


  “Look,” he said, “look ahead,” in a voice almost like love, and changing the position of his hands so that he held the king’s face (that king whose arms now hung uselessly at his sides), forced him to turn his gaze.


  


  Alexander gave a scream like the scream of the damned, like the yell of a hurt animal that has nothing to restrain it: no discretion, no prudence, no fear. He would have fallen to the ground if the dead man had not held him.


  


  “There, there, there!” said the dead man in a soft, enthusiastic, urgent whisper, his eyes glittering. “There, look! look!” He grasped the king’s shoulders with a vehemence that left marks; he shook him. “There’s glory for you!” he whispered, and finally letting him go, retreated across the clearing, never taking his eyes off him, never moving his rigidly spread hands, blending into the stippled shadow and the uncertain light until one looking after him would never have known that there was any such person.


  


  Alexander sat drooping on the fallen log as the old philosopher had before him. The moon was setting; morning was near. His soldiers, horribly frightened at losing hire in the middle of the night, would find him at last, though he would not speak to them. He would raise his handsome face and say nothing. They would bring his wife to him (she had gotten worried and had sent a messenger back to the camp in the middle of the night) and he would look at her, say her name in a tone of surprise-and faint. Two days later the army, the Persian queen’s handmaids, the king’s philosophic retinue and the royal couple themselves would pack all their gear and start on the return march to Babylon, now called Heliopolis.


  


  The rumors were started by an Egyptian professor whose cataloguing system for the library at Egyptian Alexandria was . summarily rejected by the emperor. Alexander, he said, was mad and had been shut up. He was drunk all day. He alternated wintry ‘ midnight swims with bouts of fever. His wife had left him. “No, no,” said Aristophorus heatedly, “the truth is-”and hurried away .. to attend to something else.


  


  Egyptian Alexandria, Babylonian Alexandria, Alexandretta . one room of the palace at Heliopolis had a replica (about seven feet ‘ high) of a monument Alexander had caused to be built to the memory of his dead friend as soon as he (Alexander) had returned to that city. The monument was a bronze tower, eighty feet high, ; with a platform at the top-”for jumping,” Alexander had said disingenuously, watching Aristophorus twitch. He drank for hours at the foot of the replica, in a desultory way. He talked to it once in a while.


  


  One afternoon in that part of late winter when a stone house- ‘ even in the Babylonian climate-becomes a place to freeze the ‘ living and preserve the dead, Aristophorus found his master asleep at the foot of the monument.


  


  “You’re drunk, my lord,” said he sadly and disapprovingly.


  


  “You’re middle-class,” said Alexander.


  


  “That monument ought to be destroyed,” said Aristophorus, weeping.


  


  “It has charm,” said Alexander.


  


  “It’s graceless!” weeping harder.


  


  “It’s necessary.” Alexander rolled over and fetched himself up . on a step, blinking like an owl. “We want to honor our dead friend, Aristophorus.” He discovered a wineskin under a heap of outer garments on the step. “Bravo!”


  


  “My lord, my lord!” wept the old philosopher.


  


  “My lord, my lord!” mimicked- Alexander. He lay in the heap of ‘ clothes, idly. “You think I’m drunk but I’m not.” He sighed. “I haven’t got properly drunk for years. I’m too used to it.”


  


  “Oh, my lord!”


  


  “Bah! get out of my sight!” and when he was left alone, his face settled into an expression of perfect vacancy. The stone hall was covered with stately, patterned hangings that gave the walls a spurious, slightly ridiculous dignity. There was one uncovered window. Alexander ambled tiredly over to it. It gave on a small court and a garden; someone was hoeing. As the king watched he closed both hands unconsciously; the sight of anyone working always affected him. The slave outside bent himself double, clearing and pulling; then he straightened and rubbed his back. A faint, disorganized sound, of which he was not aware, came from the king’s throat; he lifted the wineskin to drink and halted halfway. He remembered, with satisfaction, wresting a cup from the old philosopher when the man would drink from it in a dramatic, despairing show that he too would sink to the king’s dreadful level: Alexander laughed. “I’m sick,” he said. He leaned on the stone windowsill, watching the sky and shivering. He thought The words they use for drunkenness. Smashed. Stoned. Blind. Hit yourself over the head with a rock. Ah!-to fall- His shivering increased. He thought again, with pleasure, that he was sick. Wipe it out, he thought. He leaned his head in his hands. They worried him about his wife; who would protect her? they said. Yes, that was right . . . . Slipping to his knees, he leaned his back against the clammy stone wall with a kind of comfort. The dead man had said once what had he said? “Comfort, above all.” But that had been when he was alive.


  


  “My dear lord,” said someone. Alexander opened his eyes. “Go away,” he said.


  


  “My lord, my lord-”said the old philosopher.


  


  When he opened his eyes again he saw that Aristophorus had gone. He knew that he was sick and it alarmed him. He dragged himself to his feet and started toward the monument. “Oh my dear, my dear,” he said passionately to nobody in particular. “My dear, my dear, my dear . . .”


  


  The late afternoon sunlight, wintry and wan, came through the uncovered window and made a square on the floor. He lay on the floor. He opened his eyes for the third time (when the drowning man goes down) and saw the face he had expected to see.


  


  “You’re dying,” said his friend, and there were tears in his eyes Alexander said nothing, only lay on the stone floor with his mouth slightly open and his eyes vacant. His breathing was quick and shallow. “Clown,” he managed to say. “Jackal. But I kept you around.”


  


  “I’ve kept you around. Doing nothing. For the last four years.”


  


  “AM-ah!” cried Alexander, for the floor was sinking and bellying under him. “Help!” he cried. Crouched over him, his nurse’s son, his harpy, his old friend watched him intently. “Courage, man!” he cried, “courage! It only lasts a moment! Keep your head clear.”


  


  “Call my wife,” said the king, with an effort. The dead man shook his head.


  


  “Oh yes,” said Alexander grimly. “Oh, yes.”


  


  “Never,” said the other. “I don’t share.”


  


  “Roxane!” cried Alexander, and then before his friend could stop him, “Roxane!” so that the walls re-echoed with it. There was the sound of light steps in the passageway. “You cruel fool!” whispered the dead man angrily, and he rose to his feet and darted to her, barring the way. She carried her eight months’ pregnancy in front of her like a basket, hurrying along the hall with little breathless steps.


  


  “My dear,” he said, “my dear, it’s nothing, nothing. Go back. Please go back.”


  


  “Good heavens, it’s you,” said she matter-of-factly.


  


  “Yes, love, go back,” he said, “go back. Go rest.” He held out his hands, smiling tenderly.


  


  “Oh, no,” said the queen wisely, “there’s something, 1 can tell,” and she pushed past him. She began telling her husband that he really must go to bed; then she stopped, puzzled, and then a little intake of breath announced that she had seen the dying man’s face. The dead man trembled; he stood at the window where the king had stood, but saw nothing. At his back the princess gave a little scream.


  


  “My dear,” said the dead man, turning round (she was kneeling at Alexander’s side) “my dear, he’ll be quite well, I promise you,” (but she seemed not to hear him) “my dear, I promise you-” but she rushed out, crying different names out loud. She stopped at the doorway, looking right past the dead man as if she were looking through him. Her face expressed nothing but surprise, although she was wringing leer hands.


  


  “My dear,” he said calmly, “what you see’ is a delusion. The man is not suffering. At the end fever is not unpleasant, I assure you; the body sinks but the mind floats like a piece of ash, and you will only make your husband’s last moments needlessly unhappy if you cry and wring your hands and behave in an unconsidered and haphazard way.”


  


  “Aristophorus!” screamed the princess, “Aristophorus!” and she rushed out of the room.


  


  I am beginning to fade, the dead man thought, going back to Alexander. His attack of trembling hit him again and he knelt by the dying man, taking the unconscious face in his hands.


  


  “King,” he whispered urgently. “King.” Alexander opened his eyes. “Listen to me.”


  


  “No,” said the dying man. His friend, cradling the conqueror’s head in his hands, smiled with a radiant and serene joy; “Live,” he whispered. “Live. Live.”


  


  “Can’t,” said Alexander brusquely, trying to shrug. He closed his eyes. Gently the dead man let his friend’s head down onto the floor; he stood up; he moved away. Roxane had come back in with friends, philosophers, doctors; they crowded round the emperor while his friend (whom nobody saw) wandered out of the room into a passageway and down that passageway into another. In the garden (he looked out of a window) the gardener still hoed and weeded last year’s dried stalks. The dead man had carried Alexander’s wineskin with him and a cup he found near it; he poured himself a drink and sat down on the floor by the window where the pale sunlight came in. Then he stood up. “You butcher!” he shouted, “you bully, you egoist, you killer in love with your own greatness!” and then he said “How I loved you, how I admired you!” raising the cup in one hand and his other empty hand to the ceiling in an attitude of extreme and theatrical grief. His arms sank; he sat again on the floor. Now 1 die too, he thought. He thought, with a certain amusement, of that night in the Indian forests near the river and what he had shown the great Alexander. Like the demons in the old stories he had shown him all the world; he had shown it filled with Alexandrias and Alexandrettas as numerous as the stars, with carved pillars set up in the East as far as the kingdoms of Ch’in and Ch’u, farther than Han, satraps ruling the undiscovered continents on the other side of the globe, tablets commemorating Alexander in the lands of the Finns and, the Lapps, in the lands of the Alaskan Eskimos, empire up to the Arctic Circle and down into Africa, over the Cape and through the other side, Alexanders here, Alexanders there, a fulfilled empire, . a safe empire, a satisfied dream. And then two words: What then?.


  


  Legend has it that great Alexander wept because there were no more worlds to conquer; in truth, he bellowed like a bull.


  


  No one, thought the dead man, feels more despair than a man who has been robbed of his profession. Luckily I never had one. A sound from the room he had just quitted hit him and made him . catch his breath. How terrible to die, he thought, how terrible! He ; took a drink from the wine cup and noted that his hand was . shaking. From the next room came a sharp cry, little Roxane wailing for her man. The dead man, whose heart seemed to have stopped, sat motionless while his face became clear of all expression, taking on the beautiful, grave melancholy of all faces whose owners are absent, temporarily or otherwise. Gently and carefully ‘‘ he put the wine cup down on the damp, stone floor, with the E concentrated gentleness of all the times he had picked things up only to put them down-cups, flowers, jewelry, paintings and women’s hands. He thought of all the things he had touched and never owned, of all the women he had liked and avoided. The one man he had admired so passionately and so passionately envied: was dead. Nothing was left. He thought, as if thinking of a picture, of his wife-a dissatisfied Sappho who had written verses and left the court to live with some businessman. He doubled over, not in laughter this time, but as if Alexander’s blade, that had long ago stabbed through his vitals, once again tore him. The dead forget nothing. The blade had ripped apart the intricate webs that kept him alive, it had startled and hurt him, it had broken his heart. Silently he bent over and fell to the floor. He stretched along it with a kind of sigh, as if going to sleep, and the moment he closed his eyes he disappeared. The wine cup stood alone on the floor. An attendant who had heard the news of the king’s death ran excitedly through the room and out into the garden.


  


  “Something has happened!” he shouted to the gardener. The gardener threw down his hoe and the two talked together in low whispers.


  


  “It’ll be hard on us,” the gardener said, shaking his head. The attendant clapped him on the back. “Don’t forget,” he said, “we stand together.” He added generously “I don’t forget my relatives.” The gardener nodded solemnly. He picked up his tools, the attendant helping him. Together they disappeared into another part of the court. The sun (for it was now late afternoon) moved a little; the square of light on the floor altered its position somewhat and touched the standing wine cup with a spark of gold. Nearby lay the wineskin, on its side but closed by some considerate hand-or so it seemed, for the floor remained clean. Nothing moved. Everything remained as it was. It was exactly as if nothing had happened.


  


  * * * *


  


  NOTE ON “POOR MAN, BEGGAR MAN”: It is riddled with inaccuracies. Cleitus the Black was one of Alexander’s generals, whom Alexander actually did kill in 328 B.C., as Cleitus became incensed at the proskynesis (Asiatic knee-crawling) Alexander demanded of his associates. Alexander was drunk at the time, Cleitus’ sister had indeed been his old nurse, and from that day on Alexander exempted Macedonians from the Persian court etiquette of proskynesis.


  


  However, Alexander did cross the Indus in 326 B.C. It was the Beas or Hyphasis River that his army refused to cross; after three probably rather unpleasant days, Alexander consented to return to a more westerly portion of the world.


  


  Even more at variance with my story, Alexander had not-in 326 B.C.married Roxane. She was a Sogdian, to be exact, and he married her in 324 at Susa, so that she could not possibly have been with him at the historically crucial moment when he decided to penetrate no farther into India. In fact, Alexander also married Darius’ daughter Barsine in 324 B.C. In 324 he returned to Babylon. He died of fever on June 13, 323. He was thirty-three years old.


  


  In character he was far from the blunt-minded bully my story suggests; in historical fact, my Alexander and my Cleitus put together would have made up a much better facsimile of the historical Alexander.


  


  Perhaps that is the whole point of the story.


  


  J. R.
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  Ron Goulart writes science fiction with such a ready and easy wit that some people forget that he is a Very Serious Artist, that his stories are rife with symbolism and significance and above all relevance. Of The Romance of Dr. Tanner he says, “This one is about writing a soap opera for lizards and about suburban and domestic problems, United States foreign policy, social ills, the quest for identity and the place of mass media in our society.” His story is about all that and much more—large shaggy apelike nergs, for instance, that carry landcars off into the woods for religious purposes, and migratory animals that thrive on synthetic fabrics, and sujo birds, which like to eat windows. “This planet is very strange,” says his hero. Yes indeed.


  


   


  THE ROMANCE OF DR. TANNER


  Ron Goulart


  


  


  “Just like I figured,” said the lizard man in the white coat. He puffed on his pipe and added, “Now, here’s my advice to you . . .”


  


  “What will Dr. Tanner tell Jenny? And how will it affect his own tangled love for Nana? You won’t want to miss tomorrow’s dramatic episode ofThe Romance of Dr. Tanner,brought to you by the government of Fenomeno Territory. Good afternoon.” The human announcer smiled and pointed toward the territorial flag on the wall behind him.


  


  Ted Gonzalves, a thin dark man of thirty-one, looked from the second television screen above his tweed-covered desk to the third screen. His willowy blonde wife was there. Ted punched the show sound off and turned up to his wife. “Hi, Nancy,” he said. “Did you watch it today?”


  


  Nancy shook her head. “I had problems of my own today, Ted.” She shifted in the wool living room chair. “First promise you won’t yell or lose your temper.”


  


  His number one television screen flashed on and a nervous, grinning lizard man in a polyester golf suit appeared. Ted said to his wife, “Lazlo Woolson is on the other pixphone, Nan. Hold on.” He punched off her sound and brought in the voice of his immediate boss.


  


  “I thought I told you to scrap the organ transplant stuff,” said the territorial network executive.


  


  “It’s over as of today,” said Ted. “We left Dr. Tanner with one hand in the guy’s stomach at the end of yesterday’s episode. Takes a little time to write him out of some situations, Lazlo.”


  


  “I’ve been golfing with Vice President McKinney and he’s quite.. .”


  


  “Who’s Vice President McKinney?”


  


  “The vice president of the Fenomeno Territorial Network,” replied the lizard executive. “Our boss.”


  


  “What happened to Vice President Reisberson?”


  


  “He left nearly two weeks ago, Ted,” said Woolson. “You writers. None of you keep up. I was attempting to explain that to Baixo only last evening.”


  


  “Him I know. Baixo is the president of Fenomeno Territory.”


  


  “Prime minister,” corrected the lizard man. “He was reshuffled last week, Ted. Don’t you read any of my memos?”


  


  “Look, Lazlo, we’ve been revising Dr. Tanner so much lately I may have fallen behind on memos somewhat.”


  


  “Baixo wants more anti-welfare stuff in our soap opera,” said the network executive. “McKinney wants to see more sex.”


  


  “From who? The lizard actors or the humans?”


  


  “Both,” said Woolson. “McKinney feels, and I had to agree, you missed a good sexy scene when Dr. Tanner had Rosemarie on the couch.”


  


  “That was where Baixo wanted the plug for the new surtax.”


  


  “Dr. Tanner could have fondled her knee while he was outlining the government’s new tax plans.”


  


  “What, and drop the graphs?”


  


  Woolson said, “I have to get over to the clubhouse now, Ted. Think about what I’ve said. I’ll send you a memo.”


  


  Ted looked again at his wife. She had her long slim hands in her lap, fingers entangling. “Promise?” she said as the sound returned.


  


  Ted nodded. “I’m too tired to yell. What is it?”


  


  “The car.”


  


  “Which car?”


  


  “The landcar. The one I use for shopping and errands.”


  


  “What happened, an accident?”


  


  “It was carried off by nergs.”


  


  “Carried off by nergs?”


  


  “If you’re not yelling now, what is that?”


  


  “I was screaming,” replied Ted. “Nergs? Those big shaggy apelike creatures who inhabit the wilds at the edge of the territory. Those nergs?”


  


  “There’s some other kind?” said his pretty pale wife. “Yes, a half dozen of them swooped down on the embassy parking lot and carried our landcar off into the wilderness.”


  


  “What were you doing at the Barnum Embassy, Nancy?”


  


  His wife glanced down at her knees. “I like to look at the photomurals of Barnum. It’s our home planet, after all.”


  


  “You’re not seeing somebody there?”


  


  Nancy began quietly crying. “I don’t mind if you scream and yell over what I do do, but don’t accuse me of what I don’t.”


  


  Ted took a deep breath, frowning briefly at the next soap opera unfolding on his station monitor screen.


  


  “Six nergs?”


  


  “According to eye witnesses,” said his pretty wife. “Nergs don’t drive, you know.”


  


  “Yes, I know that much about this planet. We’ve been here nearly a year.”


  


  Nancy continued, “As I understand it the nergs like to use landcars to build nests in and sometimes for their simple and rather primitive religious rituals. Bryson explained some of their customs.”


  


  “Bryson Jiggs? The associate Barnum ambassador to Murdstone just happened to be wandering around the embassy parking lot and lecturing on the mores and folkways of nergs?”


  


  “No, he came out when he heard the sirens.”


  


  “What sirens?”


  


  “When I heard about the car I fainted and a very pleasant lizard lady accompanied by six very cute little grandchildren she was showing the sights called an ambulance.”


  


  “You’re sure you didn’t go there to meet Bryson Jiggs?”


  


  “Yes, I am,” answered his blonde wife. “Our insurance company says they don’t cover nergs. Because of the religious overtones. So we either have to hire a retrieval service to go into the wilds and bring back our landcar or we have to forget about it.”


  


  “Forget about a $2500 car?” Ted hit his desk top hard enough to make tweed patterns on the side of his fist.


  


  “Or pay a retrieval service $400. I checked. That’s the cheapest anybody will do it for and doesn’t include decontamination, washing or polishing.”


  


  “I’ll think about it,” said Ted, “and we’ll discuss it tonight.”


  


  “Are you going to have to work late?”


  


  “Not beyond eight probably,” Ted told his wife. “I have to write the new government stand on the bombing of Tumulo Territory into the next three scripts, which means either cutting out or revising all the hayloft scenes. I’ll see you after eight. Don’t go hanging around the embassy anymore.”


  


  “How can I? The nergs have my chief means of transportation.” She blacked the pixphone from her side.


  


  Ted got up to go and talk to Dr. Tanner.


  


  * * * *


  


  Andy Bock, the round-shouldered green lizard man who played the title role in the soap opera Ted wrote, had a small dressing room in the basement level of the station. Ted found him there in his plaid rocking chair, eating Earth pickles.


  


  “You played the scene in Neva’s apartment exactly right today, Bock,” said Ted as he walked in through the open doorway.


  


  “I spilled a little of the champagne,” said the lizard actor.


  


  “That’s to be expected, since you had to carry those scale models of the new government missile sites under one arm.”


  


  “Just like I figured,” replied Bock.


  


  Ted sat in a herringbone wing chair. “This is the first propaganda soap opera I’ve ever done,” he said. “Sometimes it’s hard to get all the elements to fuse.”


  


  “Yep,” agreed Bock, sucking a pickle.


  


  Ted cleared his throat and felt the pattern of his chair for a moment. “Look, Bock. You’ve been helpful in the months I’ve worked here, one of the few people I can really talk to. I’ve got another small problem.”


  


  The big rounded lizard man placed his pickle on a tweed coffee table and said, “Always glad to listen, Ted, and help if I can. Some folks tell me there’s not much difference between me and Dr. Tanner. Gosh knows we both give out more than our share of free advice. Only difference is, I guess, I don’t smoke a pipe in real life or go in much for propaganda.”


  


  “Murdstone is a pretty wild and untamed planet,” began Ted. “Compared with Barnum.”


  


  “Frontier planet,” agreed Bock. “One reason why our government is a bit tougher than some.”


  


  “At times I have the feeling I’m never going to get used to it.”


  


  “That your problem for today?”


  


  “No,” said Ted. “Nergs have carried off our landcar.”


  


  Bock nodded. “Yep, they do plenty of that.”


  


  “The thing is, we don’t quite have $2500 to buy a new car,” said Ted. “Even though writing The Romance of Dr. Tanner pays more than Hotspur Corners, we still haven’t been able to save too much.”


  


  “Hotspur Corners was the soap opera you wrote back home on Barnum, wasn’t it?”


  


  “Yes, for three and a half years. So, look. Nancy says they’ll charge at least $400 to try and retrieve the damn car. A retrieval service and you never know how long they’ll take. I don’t want to pay the $400 and still I have to lose the car. Nancy says, well, then forget it. I hate to do that.”


  


  “Course you do,” said Bock, nodding. He picked up the pickle and rubbed it along his scaly snout. “Here’s what I figure. No use listening to what your wife says. Women don’t understand gadgets, let alone cars. They just ain’t mechanical minded, are they? Besides, your wife don’t seem like she understands how downright mad incidents like this make you. You got to blow off steam. Wellsir, my advice to you is go into the wilds yourself, take a stungun along. One of them big hunting stunguns. Track them nergs down and bring back your car yourself. That’s my advice.”


  


  Ted thought, his mouth puckered slightly. “You’re right, Bock. There’s no reason to sit still and take every single damn thing. I may have to do what I’m told around here, but there’s no reason to let a bunch of nergs get away with anything.”


  


  “That’s how I figure,” said Bock, swallowing the pickle.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ted’s mother flashed onto the third screen over his desk a moment after he sat down in his felt chair the next morning. “You look all bruised and battered,” she observed.


  


  Ted gave a careful nod of agreement at his squat, wide-shouldered mother. “Some nergs roughed me up, mom.”


  


  Mrs. Gonzalves was in her office at the territory’s other television station. Replicas of all the planets in the Barnum System dangled from thin copper wires over her chintz desk. “I rang up your house last night after my eleven o’clock newscast and Nancy told me you weren’t home yet. This unsettled me. I had just ended my broadcast with my well-known closing tag, That’s the news for tonight, dear friends. Good night to you all and god bless the late Mr. Gonzalves and here’s a kiss for Teddy.’ Little did I realize you weren’t on the receiving end.”


  


  “It’s the first eleven o’clock kiss I missed this month, mom.”


  


  “You miss all the six o’clock news kisses.”


  


  “Look, mom, you helped me get this writing job out here on this wild and untamed planet. So you ought to know writing a propaganda soap opera requires a lot of work.”


  


  “Don’t I have to slant my news scripts every night? That takes hard work, too, but I always have time to send a kiss your way,” said his wide mother. “Why did the nergs do this to you?”


  


  Ted frowned. “Oh, it’s my fault, mom. I was out in the wilderness.”


  


  “Doing what?”


  


  “Looking around.”


  


  “For what, looking?”


  


  “Our landcar. The nergs like to carry landcars off into the woods.”


  


  “I did a documentary on nergs, remember? It won two harlans and a hobie.” She gestured at something off screen. “On my shelf over there. What, did your wife let them walk off with the car?”


  


  “More or less, mom,” said Ted. “I’m late for work today and I should really get going now.”


  


  “Did you get your car back, Teddy?”


  


  “Not exactly.”


  


  “What did you get?”


  


  “I got jumped by seven large shaggy apelike nergs, pummeled and punched and thwacked with hard sticks. Then I got all my clothes ripped off and I got tied up with jungly vines and carried to my home suburb and dropped on my front lawn at ten minutes past midnight.”


  


  “No wonder you didn’t answer my call.”


  


  “Goodbye, mom.”


  


  “Watch at eleven tonight, Teddy.” His mother threw him a kiss and faded from the pixphone screen.


  


  * * * *


  


  Two weeks later on a Tuesday afternoon Ted went to Andy Bock with another problem.


  


  Bock was resting in a rayon hammock and licking a carrot stick with his long thin tongue. “Howdy, Ted. I think we worked the cut in welfare payments business in pretty good today. Mighty nice visual, the real pie representing government expenditures.”


  


  “Seemed to play well,” said Ted, sitting on a silk ottoman.


  


  “Course, I didn’t intend for that piece of pie representing the still quite large share of government funds going to people on relief to fall in my pajama pocket like it did,” said the lizard actor. “Still, if I do say so, I saved the scene pretty good. Long as I been doing The Romance of Dr. Tanner, I still get a mite nervous when I have some current government policy to explain during a seduction scene.”


  


  “You did fine, Bock. I got a call from Lazlo Woolson and he told me this is exactly the kind of polite sexiness President McKinney likes.”


  


  “Is he network president again?”


  


  “Was he before?”


  


  “Might be a different McKinney,” said the lizard man. “But, shucks, Ted, you look as how you got a problem and are maybe in need of some advice.”


  


  “Well, sort of,” admitted Ted. “Actually, I was getting ready to quit the soap opera profession when my contract on Hotspur Corners ran out, back on Barnum. I was thinking about going back into elementary school teaching. I have a degree in Current Events, with a minor in Show & Tell. Bock, this planet is very strange.”


  


  “Takes some getting used to,” agreed Bock.


  


  “Living in the suburbs of Fenomeno Territory is even odder than living in the suburbs on Barnum,” said Ted. “Little invisible animals ate all Nancy’s clothes.”


  


  “Off her body?”


  


  “No, out of the closets. Some sort of migratory animals who thrive on synthetic fabrics. I’ve been wearing naturals since we got here, so they left my wardrobe alone.”


  


  Bock said, “Yep, I heard of them fellers. Folks hereabouts call them zibelinas. As I recollect, however, them zibelinas won’t attack a house as has folks in it. They prefer places where there ain’t nobody to home.”


  


  “Nancy was off looking at the photomurals at the Barnum Embassy again yesterday when they struck,” explained Ted. “The real problem here is our house insurance company says this kind of damage isn’t covered in our policy. See, I never thought to ask for a clause covering little invisible animals who eat synthetic fabrics. Premiums are high enough as it is.”


  


  “You’re trying to figure how to get some new clothes for the wife?”


  


  “Yes. I need at least $1500. We don’t quite have that much. The retrieval service charged $500 for getting our landcar back.”


  


  “You finally decided to let them fetch it back, eh?” Bock shrugged. “Wellsir, you take this present situation. You could maybe take your time and buy Nancy a new wardrobe a little at a time.”


  


  Ted shook his head, saying, “No, that way’ll take too long. I don’t care what she’s up to, I feel I owe her this. She’s not exactly happy on Murdstone. She expected we’d be living in some quiet rural part of Barnum by now, with me teaching. Fenomeno Territory is not what she anticipated at all and it’s taking her quite a long time to get oriented. What with nergs and zibelinas and the like. I have to get her an entire new run of clothes right now.”


  


  “Bout the way I see it,” said the lizard man. “I tell you what. Borrow the whole $1500 from somebody you know who has lots of money. Who’d that be? I got it. Your newscasting mother. Sure enough, there’s the thing to do for certain. Go right smack over to her station and catch her between newscasts.”


  


  “You think so?”


  


  “Wasn’t she instrumental in persuading you to come take this here job?”


  


  “Well, in a way. Though I was a little uncertain about the teaching myself.”


  


  “She throws you a kiss two or three times a night. I seen that myself ever and again. She pulls down a mighty nice salary from the territorial government, I hear. Ask her for a loan.”


  


  “I guess you’re right,” said Ted.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Lazlo Woolson looked into his office Ted gave a start. “Still twitchy from the accident?” the scaly executive asked.


  


  Ted swung around in his new gabardine desk chair, favoring his broken leg. “No, it’s just I’m used to seeing you on the phone screen. You look enormous in person.”


  


  “I probably am a touch overweight,” admitted the lizard man. “Too many state dinners.” He rubbed scaly fingers together, rattling the fax memos in his hand. “President Hummerford has some ideas about livening up our soap opera, Ted.”


  


  “What is he president of, the territory or the network?”


  


  “The territory,” replied the lizard executive. “I saw you on your mother’s news show the other night and I jumped to the conclusion you were keeping up with events.”


  


  “I was part of events.”


  


  “How’s the leg? Would you like some of the station celebrities to sign your cast?”


  


  “No.”


  


  “You were courageous in accompanying your mother to the food riot,” said Woolson as he eased across the sharkskin rug and let the memos flutter down toward the desk top. “You planning to help her regularly? Not that we object. With governmental control of communications we don’t have the kind of station rivalries you’re accustomed to back on Barnum.”


  


  “I had to talk to my mother on a personal matter,” said Ted. “She doesn’t have much free time and unless I drove her out to the riot I couldn’t have talked to her at all.”


  


  “Fortunate for you they shot out the tires first and then turned the flame guns on you,” said the lizard man. “Gave you time to leap free and then tug your mother from the landcar. What was that I saw you rescue before you helped the dear lady get clear?”


  


  “Her purse.” Ted picked up the top memo from the new pile. “What’s this one mean? ‘Migrant workers attack and ravage Alice in the tomato patch.’ “


  


  “President Hummerford thinks the migrant workers in our territory don’t need a pay raise right now, nor indoor plumbing in their huts.”


  


  “I figured that part,” said Ted. “But Alice died two weeks ago while Dr. Tanner was operating on her after she was ravaged by the monorail porters.”


  


  “President Hummerford must have missed a few episodes while he was preoccupied with his coup,” said the lizard executive. “Okay, the migrants will have to ravage someone else in the tomato patch. How about Nurse Jane?”


  


  Ted frowned. “I don’t know, Lazlo. Nurse Jane is still blind as a result of the student demonstration at the medical school.”


  


  “Perfect. We get sex, a lot of nice anti-migrant feeling and a warm wave of sympathy for the handicapped.”


  


  Folding the memo in half, Ted asked, “Are tomatoes still in season?”


  


  “I’ll have to check. Lettuce will do as well.”


  


  Ted’s third screen flashed on, showing a friend of his from his neighborhood. “I have a call, Lazlo. Let me ponder this and get back to you.”


  


  “Sure, Ted. The migrant problem is the most important one.” The lizard executive moved for the door. “The rest of those memos aren’t as urgent. As far as having Dr. Tanner seduce Nurse Jane in the stock room above the besieged welfare store . . . maybe you’d better postpone, since the migrants are going to take a crack at her.”


  


  Woolson left and Ted turned to the pixphone screen.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ted declined Bock’s offer of a celery stalk. “Something else has come up,” he said.


  


  The lizard man actor began shrugging out of his doctor’s smock. “Wellsir now, Ted, I got the feeling my last couple pieces of advice didn’t work out letter perfect for you.”


  


  Ted hesitated, then dropped slowly into a velvet chair. “Nobody can bat a thousand.”


  


  “Eh?”


  


  “A baseball idiom. Baseball is a game they play back on Barnum, with a bat.”


  


  “A thousand would be perfect?” Bock put his big green hands behind him and began a slow semi-circular pacing of his dressing room. “What’s the latest thing bothering at you?”


  


  “Ever heard of some migratory fowl called sujo birds?”


  


  “Yep, large green-feathered critters.”


  


  “Green? My neighbor thought they were sea blue,” said Ted. “Though he only saw them for a few minutes while they were eating the windows out of our house.”


  


  “They’re eccentric rascals sure enough, those sujo birds. They have a real craving, specially during migratory dashes, for glass and nearglass. When they’re really famished they’ll stop long enough to gobble up blinds, shades, curtains and drapes or even a lamp shade sitting too close to a window.”


  


  “They did that this morning. Ate all our windows and drapes on the sunny side of the house.”


  


  “Your insurance probably don’t cover that either. And I reckon as how, what with having to replace your exploded car and paying your doctor bills and buying them clothes for Nancy, you ain’t got much left out of the $1500 you borrowed from your mother. A darn shame.”


  


  Ted said, “The sujo birds ate the windows and drapes off the master bedroom.”


  


  “No reason they’d spare the master bedroom.”


  


  “Which is how my neighbor noticed Nancy in bed with a diplomat named Bryson Jiggs.”


  


  Bock inflated his green scaly cheeks and then made a wooshing exhalation. “Little dark bandy-legged feller, ain’t he? Keeps showing up at our station cocktail parties.”


  


  “You met him at one. I met him at one. Nancy met him at one.”


  


  “Wellsir, little bandy-legged Bryson Jiggs,” said the lizard. “Right neighborly of your neighbor to give you the lowdown.”


  


  “The sujo birds even ate Bryson Jiggs’ striped pants,” said Ted. “He apparently had them hanging over a chair next to the window.


  


  “Your neighbor’s got himself a nice eye for detail.”


  


  “He’s a freelance muralist.”


  


  Bock tapped one small yellow eye. “Yep, artists always see more than plain everyday folks. Now, I tell you what you ought to do about this bandy-legged feller.”


  


  “I think I’ll simply tell Nancy I know,” said Ted. “She’s bound to call in and tell me about the birds any time now.”


  


  Bock shook one big green hand negatively. “Nope, nope, Ted. Leave her out of the deal. No use trying to be reasonable with a woman. Nossir. Thing for you to do, as I see it, is go right straight over to this Bryson Jiggs at his embassy. Walk smackdab up and give him a good punch in the snoot or a swift kick in the fanny, depending on which way he’s facing. After that tell him, real angry-like, ‘Don’t come fooling around my wife no more, you little bandy-legged runt!’ That’s my advice.”


  


  “I’m not as convinced of the effectiveness of the action approach as I used to be,” said Ted.


  


  “Is that so?” Bock picked up a celery stalk and tapped his chin with it.


  


  * * * *


  


  The day before he left the planet Ted went down to say goodbye to Bock. “I haven’t been taking your advice lately,” he told the lizard man.


  


  Rocking gently in his plaid rocker, Bock replied, “Noticed as much.”


  


  “Been very interesting,” said Ted. “Instead of rushing off last month and punching Bryson Jiggs as you suggested, I took the day off and went home to talk to Nancy. She finally admitted she didn’t like Murdstone any better than I do and didn’t like what I’ve been doing to earn a living. She didn’t like my continually letting my mother and Lazlo and you tell me what to do. She didn’t want to sound like any of you so she kept quiet about everything and got upset and finally looked up Jiggs. I don’t know if this makes any sense to you.”


  


  “Yep, women are like that.”


  


  “Now we’re talking, things over more,” said Ted. “I’m breaking the habit of listening to everybody but myself.”


  


  “Wellsir, you’ll most likely do well teaching back on Barnum now.”


  


  “I expect so, yes.” He stood watching the lizard man. “I’ve been thinking about all the advice you’ve given me over the past year. Most of it was completely opposite to what I should really have done. It took me a while to see that, but I finally did.”


  


  The lizard man waited a long second and then said, “Just like I figured.”
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  Edward Bryant’s second contribution to this volume is nothing at all like his first,Jade Blue. If you have a little trouble figuring out in advance whether the title is meant to be humorous or grim . . . well, you may have the same trouble after you’ve read the story. Not that there’s anything equivocal about it; Bryant makes his point, all right. Oh yes.


  


   


  THE HUMAN SIDE OF THE VILLAGE MONSTER


  Edward Bryant


  


  


  Across the street in Tompkins Square Park, the animals were tearing one another apart.


  


  In the apartment the fan had burned out again. “I’ll fix it tomorrow,” David said petulantly. His skin felt grainy. “It’s too hot now.”


  


  “Come to bed,” Terri said.


  


  He kicked the useless fan with the side of his foot. “Born in Philadelphia,” he mumbled. “Raised in Passaic. I’ll die in New York. What a hell of an epitaph.”


  


  “Come to bed.”


  


  They lay naked on the double mattress and listened for the telltale sounds of prowlers on the fire escape, the roof, or the stairs. Eventually they slept. She dreamed of making love and it was all the roses and cool wine and rushing falls she had ever wanted.


  


  Wakening came first from someone’s clock radio three flights down; WABC echoing between brick walls. Then they heard the toll of bells from the Russian Orthodox Church a block away.


  


  “I’m so sleepy,” she whispered, features soft and slack in the gray light. They made love. When she climaxed, it was a nadir of feeling.


  


  * * * *


  


  Breakfast also was minimal. The powdered eggs were chewed silently, the ersatz coffee sipped as soon as it cooled. David didn’t seem inclined to talk this morning. Terri kept his cup full. She watched him stare at the chipped plastic plate. He seemed so much taller then, she thought. On a rainy morning a year before, she had found him sleeping under the rusting cube sculpture in Cooper Square. A silent chiding: don’t carp.


  


  “So what did I do wrong?” David said.


  


  Terri pretended preoccupation with her broken nails. “Not a thing. Why?”


  


  “You aren’t talking this morning.”


  


  We’re so young, thought Terri. Med Program will keep us alive for such a long time. The thought was horrifying.


  


  “You should be used to that by now.” She smiled ruefully. “I’m planning out my day,” she lied.


  


  “So what’s today?”


  


  “Yesterday was Friday the thirteenth. Mrs. Constantine mentioned it in the hall. That makes today the fourteenth. My day to pick up the pills.”


  


  “Your goddamned pills,” said David.


  


  She hesitated, wondering how to make it a joke. “They keep the babies away.”


  


  “Yes,” he said. “Yes!”


  


  “Mrs. Constantine cornered me for an hour yesterday. All the gossip about everyone in the building. You know.”


  


  David scowled silently.


  


  “Except for one weird thing. Someone scared her, I think.”


  


  “Mrs. Constantine?” He forced a smile. “Nothing upsets her. Remember when she took on the guy with the knife near the mail boxes?”


  


  “Something happened this time. It was Mr. Jaindl.”


  


  “Old freaky Gregor on the second floor? What did he do, proposition her to do something disgusting?”


  


  “That’s the word she used. Disgusting. Only it wasn’t some sex thing. For once Mrs. Constantine wouldn’t talk about it. Just said it was the most disgusting thing she’d ever heard.”


  


  “That’s weird. Usually she’d blow anything into attempted rape and sodomy.”


  


  “She trailed off into some old-country words I couldn’t understand and then walked away.”


  


  “So we’ve all got our problems.” They sat in uncomfortable silence for a few moments and he said, “Listen, I’ll walk uptown with you. Okay?”


  


  “You’re not working today?”


  


  “Not today.” Usually he left in the mornings with sack and shovel, a knife sheathed at his belt. David was a river rat. He dug the crust over the East River for aluminum cans. With what Terri earned tailoring, the salvage money paid the apartment’s rent.


  


  “Okay. I’m getting afraid to go out alone any more, even in daylight.”


  


  “I’ll get the respirators,” he said. “Just in case.” He coughed; the lung-ache that never left him began to gnaw.


  


  * * * *


  


  There was a ritual to leaving the apartment: Despite the heat, close and lock all windows. Leave the kitchen light on. Conceal the toaster on a pantry shelf, behind a large welfare bag of cornmeal. Turn the radio on and tune to a rock station. Close the door and key the two police latches snug. Keep an eye on the stairwell up to the roof—watch for shadows that move. Now start down the steps.


  


  They met Gregor Jaindl on the second-floor landing. One arm cradled a grease-spotted paper bag full of garbage. With his other hand he was fumbling in a pocket for his key.


  


  “Good morning—Miss Bruckner, isn’t it? The young lady who makes the bright clothes?”


  


  “Yes,” said Terri. “Good morning, Mr. Jaindl.”


  


  “Please,” said the old man. “I am Gregor.” He took his hand from the pocket. Loose keys jangled to the floor.


  


  “Then I’m Terri.” The girl dropped to her knees and began to pick up the keys. She looked up. “This is David.” She stood and put the keys into Jaindl’s palm.


  


  “Young lady,” he said, “you’re very kind.” The words were barely accented, spoken with a stiff Continental courtesy. Jaindl bowed slightly. David looked startled.


  


  “I think we’d better get started,” he said, steering Terri by one elbow toward the stairs.


  


  The old man cleared his throat peremptorily. The couple paused, two steps down. “I would be honored,” said Jaindl, “if you both could join me in my apartment tonight for supper.”


  


  David started to answer automatically: “Thanks, but I don’t-”


  


  “There will be meat,” said the old man.


  


  “We’d be delighted,” said Terri.


  


  “Seven, then. Promptly.” Jaindl turned and disappeared into the darkness of the hall.


  


  David took her arm angrily. “Are you crazy?”


  


  She looked at him obliquely. “We should spend one more evening in that apartment than we have to? Fighting over the powdered eggs?”


  


  “Better that than eating with a twisto.”


  


  “He isn’t.”


  


  Two flights in silence. Then she said, “He reminds me a lot of my father.” Her beloved father, who had vanished in the food riots eight years before.


  


  David laughed. “He’s got to be weird. I mean, carrying garbage up to his apartment instead of out.”


  


  Terri smiled impishly. “Maybe it’s supper.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The rain had started by the time Terri collected her pills and they walked out of the East Side Aid Clinic. Usually Terri liked to splash in the rainwater like a duck, carefully stepping in the center of every puddle. Today she scuffed through the water, her head down.


  


  The butcher spotted them before they had walked a block. The butcher wore a checkered motley coat that barely brushed the grime of the street. She bounced up to them with the eager clumsy tactics of a puppy.


  


  “Hey, loves,” she called out. “Wait a minute.” She fell into step beside them. Her hair swayed as she walked. “Hey, I got maybe something you want.”


  


  “I doubt it,” said David. They walked faster. Terri looked straight ahead.


  


  “You just come out of the Clinic, right?” The butcher’s pitch was practiced. “Got another couple dozen pills to keep you out of W.D.” Her eyes looked tired. “Bet you’d like a kid.”


  


  “Beat it,” said David.


  


  “Listen, I got something prime. Six months, male, wet-nursed, you’d really dig him. A steal, loves.”


  


  David stopped short and grabbed the butchers arm. He shoved her toward the curb. “Get the hell away from us.”


  


  She was back in front of them at the next corner as they waited for the light. “Listen, only five hundred. Come on, loves, he needs you. You need him.”


  


  David felt Terri shake against him. She was crying. Without thinking, he hefted the canvas respirator-pack by its strap and swung. The pack caught the butcher under the chin and slapped her back against a mailbox. Dazed, she wobbled, and blood began to drip from her nose. “You bastards,” she said. She began to curse them in a steady monotone.


  


  “Please,” said Terri. “Let’s get out of here.”


  


  He walked with his arm around her shoulders to console her. It was instead of words; he couldn’t think of any as they followed First Avenue home.


  


  * * * *


  


  Gregor Jaindl’s apartment might have been the lair of a medieval alchemist. It was dark, the windows tightly shuttered. Hardwood bookcases lined the walls; the contents were bound in leather. The air was redolent with strong incense. The candle holder on the dinner table had been fashioned from a human skull.


  


  “I have a flair for drama,” said the old man in explanation. “I rejoice in being one of the last great romantics.”


  


  “It’s very impressive,” said Terri.


  


  Jaindl led them to the table. “Would you care for some wine before the meal? I’ve a single bottle of liebfraumilch, 1967. Not entirely appropriate, I suppose, but then wine is so scarce these days.”


  


  Terri said, “We certainly don’t want to deplete your wine cellar.”


  


  “Wine’s to be enjoyed with guests.” The old man laughed. “Besides, tonight is my celebration.”


  


  David had been restlessly scanning the ranked rows of books. “Of what?” he asked.


  


  Jaindl’s grin improbably grew wider. “I am the savior of our decaying, starving cities.”


  


  “I don’t understand.”


  


  “Later, later. I will explain. But for now please wait and bear an old man’s satisfied gloating.” Jaindl filled three delicate glasses and handed them around. “Now, a toast. To all of us, to re-birth and birth.” The glasses clinked together.


  


  Terri’s glass dropped from her hand, shattered against the table’s edge, sprayed amber in the candlelight. She swayed for a moment and David steadied her with his free hand. David, she thought, sorry, I’m so sorry.


  


  “My dear,” said Jaindl anxiously, “something is the matter.”


  


  “I’m sorry,” said Terri. “Really I am. I—”


  


  “She’s upset,” said David. “We went to the Clinic for her pills. A butcher followed us, trying to push a boy-baby.”


  


  “Jaindl frowned. “The pills. Narco-steroids. I was getting my first degree at Columbia when they were developed.”


  


  “You were there?”


  


  “It surprises you?” He smiled faintly. “B.S. in genetics, 1970. Master’s in bio-engineering three years later. You thought I was a retired immigrant tailor?”


  


  “Something like that,” said Terri. “May I have another glass? I promise I’ll be careful.”


  


  “Certainly.” Jaindl poured the wine. “Then it is only your nerves? You are not”—he hesitated—”skirting withdrawal?”


  


  Terri took a long sip. “No, I’m on schedule. My period started today.”


  


  “Forgive me, my friends.” Jaindl again raised his glass. “I shall propose a more appropriate toast. To a world in which we may choose freely.” They drank and there was a long silence. “I was one who signed the petitions against so-called population engineering,” said the old man. “The social legislation, the manipulation of the poor and the minorities, the narcotic contraceptives. We tried, but there was not enough outcry until far too late.”


  


  “It was wrong,” said David. “And now there’s no choice for any of us.”


  


  Terri was getting high on very little wine. “It was enough they demoted us to animals. We didn’t have to justify it.”


  


  “At the time the alternatives seemed worse,” said Jaindl. “Food, especially for the cities, was one of the problems. And that, for these years, has been what I’ve worked on. It’s why tonight we celebrate. Now please sit down.”


  


  They sat. Jaindl bent over the oven in the kitchenette and returned with a platter heaped with steaming steaks.


  


  “It’s been so long since we’ve had real meat,” said Terri.


  


  The meat was white and tender, moist and slightly flaky. It tasted somewhat of chicken or tuna, but had a flavor distinctly its own. They all gorged themselves.


  


  “So good,” Terri marveled, every few bites.


  


  When they paused for a respite, David said, “Is it some sort of synthetic?”


  


  “Not exactly.” Jaindl paused thoughtfully. “One might call it the maximized use of existing resources.”


  


  “Meaning?”


  


  “I will show you. Come here a moment.” The old man led them from the table. “Long ago I converted my bedroom into a laboratory. You’ve seen the results. I will show you the source.” Dirty towels were stuffed under the bedroom door. When Jaindl removed them, Terri wrinkled her nose at the smell. Jaindl opened the door and snapped on the light, a bare bulb. One wall was lined with cardboard boxes full of garbage. The opposite wall held cages. The old man gestured and they bent closely over a three-foot mesh enclosure.


  


  “What is it?” asked Terri, involuntarily shuddering. She saw an obese segmented body, black and glossy, about eighteen inches long, perhaps six in diameter. The creature wiggled forward, propelled by six stubby armored legs.


  


  “Many generations have gone into him,” said Jaindl. There was an edge of pride in his voice. “Forced genetic acceleration, here in my room. My own techniques. He is the result, a triumph.”


  


  “It looks almost like—” David began.


  


  “The most prolific life-form inhabiting the cities,” said Jaindl, “other than the rat or man himself. He will save us all from hunger.”


  


  David bent closer. “It’s a cockroach.”


  


  “Oh my God,” Terri said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Naked, they lay side by side in the darkness. The heavy heat settled about them.


  


  “I told you he was a twisto,” said David.


  


  Terri rolled onto her side. “I still feel sick.”


  


  “And he looked like your father.”


  


  “He does,” said the girl. “Jaindl’s a nice old man. I know he means well.”


  


  “Twisto.”


  


  “It wasn’t so bad. People could get used to it. It’s just the idea. . . .”


  


  “Yeah, the idea,” David said. “Can you see our neighbors breeding those things in the courtyard? God, each day we’d all throw our garbage down there. Then at dinner we’d go down and kill a nice fat one. Jaindl’s a crazy. Absolutely. Forget him.”


  


  Terri lay back with her face upward. “At least he tries. He’s done something.” (Give me a baby)


  


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” (You know I can’t)


  


  “Nothing, nothing at all.” (I know, but I don’t want to understand. I don’t want to be fair)


  


  Stop it, she thought. It’s such a cruel, wasteful game.


  


  The frustration and anger began to sidle through the grilled window like live things.


  


  “...you meant. . .”


  


  “...one moment of hope...”


  


  “... I meant. . .”


  


  “... it you can’t...”


  


  “. . . you can’t...”


  


  “...bitch . . .”


  


  “. . . baby . . .”


  


  “Damn it,” she said. “Damn you to hell. For a moment I almost felt like it.” She turned away from him and touched the frayed body of the teddybear which slumped on the bed-table.


  


  “What”


  


  “Loving you.”


  


  In the small apartment above Avenue A, the animals began to tear each other apart.
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  Edgar Pangborn is a writer whose reputation has suffered because his best novels aren’t currently in print. A MIRROR FOR OBSERVERS won the prestigious International Fantasy Award, and his more recent novel DAVY was a nominee for the Hugo Award, but I don’t think either of these is currently in print. If you’ve read his novels, or his shorter stories such as Angel’s Egg and Longtooth, you know that Edgar Pangborn is a writer of both imagination and great humanity. I’m delighted to have him in the first UNIVERSE, with a story of a small band of alien beings who have been hiding among us on Earth for three thousand years, recording our true history for our own eventual use ... if a new crisis can be overcome.


   


  


  MOUNT CHARITY


  Edgar Pangborn


  


  


  My name is Peregrine; I have two friends.


  


  Do not touch me. Feel the air stir as I move it with my wing, and understand: I am flesh.


  


  One of my friends is hiding yonder at the edge of the pines. He is Lykos. Think of a European wolf, larger and shaggier than your American timber wolves. Three thousand years ago his pelt was rich black; like my plumage it has whitened. My other friend carries on his work far from here, in a cave on one of the lower peaks of the Cascade Range. The distant ancestors of the Blackfoot Indians called that peak Mount Charity because of its good shelters, springs, areas of sweet grass, tempered winds. If you see him you will think of a tailless monkey, a Barbary ape. For his amusement and ours, after we discovered India, we named him Hanuman. He too has gone white. He was the first of us to understand that we do grow old. We already knew we could die- Once we were four.


  


  I will not stand on your wrist. You would find our flesh cold. I like this arm of your chair. I like to watch the late sun on your face, Doctor, though I notice you need to turn away from it as I never do.


  


  Speech is hard for me. I know your language well, but my throat labors over human sounds. Be patient with me.


  


  We have watched you five summers. We like these hills you call Vermont. We like the young people who come in summer with their tents; and you exploit your version of Socratic method to stir their minds. A Socratic school, isn’t it?


  


  In a way. I chase them with logic. 1 want them to know fantasy and objective truth, to value both, and understand the differences. You call me Doctor, but it’s fifteen years since I retired from practice. It will be hard, Peregrine, to convince me that you are not the dream of an old man fallen asleep in the sun.


  


  You may feel more certain when Lykos comes to lie at your feet, and speak in a better voice than mine.


  


  We cannot know our origin. While your science was growing articulate we listened, in our fashion. You could explore-your miscroscopes, telescopes, mathematics, subtle method-as we never could. What we believe about our beginning is an imitation of your sort of speculation. Since nothing like us exists, so far as we know, anywhere on Earth except in our three bodies, and since our flesh can have very little in common with that of any Earthborn being, we think we may have originated from . . . let us imagine spores brought by a meteorite that fell on the Iberian Peninsula three thousand years ago. This unknown living dust was capable (we imagine) of entering a terrestrial host and growing until every part, while retaining the original design, became transmuted into our substance, whatever it is, with its unearthly long life and tenacious memory, its partly humanlike powers of reason, imagination, affection. (Sometimes, it’s true, we think in ways I cannot explain to you.) And we suppose that dust did enter the grown bodies of a peregrine hawk, a wolf, a monkey, a snake. We take this hypothesis because we have none better. Maybe when we die and your experts examine us they will provide an altogether different explanation. But we hope to live for some brief time yet. And it seems to us that your wise men, confronted by their own runaway technology, by the decay of political and social responsibility, above all by the horrors of human overbreeding, have enough to’ engage their energies for a long time-if a long time is still possible for any being on this planet-without bothering about three aliens, “impossible” creatures, who can only watch, reflect and finish (if we have time) a certain task.


  


  We’re not even sure it would be safe for your kind to handle us. This is a new concern, taught us by your science. We have never had much physical contact with the animal life of Earth-it disturbs us; our senses shrink. We can love you, but not by touch. (If you don’t understand this, let it pass: it affects us more than you.) The leaves of a few plants are the only food that sustains us. Such contact as we have made with animal life, most of it accidental, has done no harm that we know of to either side, but we never know enough. I prefer that you do not put out your hand to me. Needless precaution, very likely, but sooner that than harm you.


  


  The fourth of our number was killed by terrified peasants smashed with stones and sticks. They may have felt pious anger at her serpentine shape as well as fear. It happened in the twelfth century of your Christian calendar. However, we have seen men of the present day provoked to the same idiotic destructiveness, by forms they find too remote from the little human pattern and therefore to be hated.


  


  Ophis had stored her memory with knowledge of the great world below the tops of the grass. For centuries she had also been listening to the human things-under floors, behind walls, in garden hedges, beyond campfires. As much as she passed on to us is safe in Hanuman’s faultless memory and in the written record that he labors over at Mount Charity. But Ophis died before we had begun that record, and so the rest of what she knew is beyond recovery.


  


  If you have any wish to convince others of our existence, even those goodhearted scholars of yours who themselves would never hurt us, I beg yon dismiss it. We dare not show ourselves. I came to you frightened, and am still frightened in spite of what we know about you. We are too familiar-forgive me-with the human habit of shooting first and then looking to see what the bullet struck.


  


  We have searched your people in every generation for those few we might dare to approach, in need. It is long since we have spoken. Lykos, three hundred and fifty years ago, wished to save a woman he found lost in the woods, and could not quiet her fear of him except by using his mild human voice. Alas, his kindness! The poor soul reeled home dazed by the holy marvel, believing it a pure experience of the presence of God; and she chattered to the wrong ears, and so was burnt for a witch on the urgent recommendation of the then Archbishop of Cologne. More than once I have seen human kindness reach out to save a moth from the flame, and the hand frightens the silly beautiful thing directly into death.


  


  We come to you now because we are truly in great need of help.


  


  What threatens us would seem trivial to most others of your breed, supposing they could first accept the fact of our existence. We know you will not think in those terms, but you might well hesitate from other reasons. You have a right to know more about us who come begging. Let me talk on about us for a while.


  


  In our time we have examined all the regions between the poles, except the seas. I have flown to the farthest islands. I know the upper air (how clean it once was!); Lykos and Hanuman for centuries searched the jungles, the prairies, steppes, tundra, and fields and pastures governed by men. They traveled everywhere with Ophis, while she lived. We have found no others of our kind. In the sea?-it’s possible; there we can’t go. Some of the dust that (may have) made us could have fallen there. I came to consciousness on a patch of ground near the mouth of what is called today the Guadalquivir, and the first beauty I saw and marveled at was the play of afternoon sunlight on the waters of the Atlantic; the first music I knew was counterpoint of wind and ocean. I think it was after my-should I say birth?-that a city grew up south of there; the Romans knew it as Gades, now Cadiz. Yes, there might be a few of us in the sea. I think they could hardly have discovered communication as we did; to them humanity might be no more than a fraction of the rain of death that falls slowly through the green spaces to the ooze. If the corruption of the sea by your breed threatens to destroy them, they will have no defense and no escape.


  


  However, we have found no others. The hope of doing so has not quite gone, but it is faint. Yours is a huge world. Only men stultified by impatience or indifference believe it to be small. Only the pitiably ignorant believe it has been explored.


  


  I’ll tell you more of that first awareness. I came to it as mind without speech or knowledge or memory, in possession of an airy body that could fly without learning the art, see and hear keenly, discover the racing pleasures of the wind. With smell, hunger woke (nothing like a hawk’s) and I pecked at leaves, drawn by this or that pungent scent, until I learned how hunger could be quieted. But though my mind was empty and waiting, it was charged by a flame of curiosity like that of no other animal, I now understand, except man. With no language, tradition or guide, no concept of communication, I watched the continuous wonderful flow of life about me, and I was able to make comparisons, elementary deductions; to move from small observations to large, combine them, and forget nothing. I don’t know how long I lived in this beginning way. Only a few years, I think. I was teaching my mind to do what my body could do without teaching: to fly.


  


  Though I saw the roundness of the world and the invitation of distances, I did not, during this time, fly beyond the Pyrenees, nor very far out over the oceans. Short distances above northern Africa, yes-how green it was then!-but I always returned. I think I knew I would move on, but first I needed to understand more of this region where my conscious existence began.


  


  I witnessed. endless killing of life by life. It made me timid, showing me an image of death as motion-all-gone, followed usually by engulfment in some hungry mouth, or decay. I found that most creatures of my own size or smaller’ sheered away from me, the hawks as scared as any of the others. My scent, I suppose, or else something they feel by perceptions that have eluded your studies so far, Doctor. Does my scent offend you?


  


  No. Musky and strange. But to me, pleasant.


  


  Good. Mosquitoes were bothering you a while ago. You won’t notice any while I stay here.


  


  One day-I was still very young, if that is the right word-I was flying above those northern hills, and I saw Lykos crossing a ridge where the snow was lying thinly. Beside him walked Hanuman. This I knew to be altogether out of the pattern. Wolves I had watched, fierce predators; monkeys were animals of the warm southern part, never in these hills and certainly never in the company of a great black wolf. As I slid by and returned in wonder, Lykos’ golden eyes were moving to follow my flight, and with a loving arm over his back crouched Hanuman. Then the monkey stood up, swinging an arm out and in as I had seen human beings do to summon others. I swooped lower still, overcoming fright. No wolf or monkey smell, but my own!--the leaf-mold smell that I encountered when I cleaned my feathers or slipped my head under my wing. I lit beside them unafraid, and little Ophis slid down from her easy riding place in the deep fur of Lykos’ neck. We were four.


  


  The three were already well advanced in a private language that we still speak among ourselves. We acquired human languages later on, as we needed them. (The story of their growth from what they were three thousand years ago is one of the treasures already saved for you in that record of Hanuman’s.) I picked up this one of ours in a few days, having already learned love at the moment when Hanuman touched me.


  


  We have no sex. The bodies of Lykos and Hanuman are in the male design but without sexual desire, which we can understand only as observers; Ophis was in the female pattern. A matter of chance: we suppose the drifting dust entered whatever nearby host would admit it. I don’t know which sex my body was before it was changed, and it’s no matter. If we reproduce by spores, possibly (I am now only dreaming aloud)-possibly if we can die of old age, our bodies may dry and scatter the germs of our substance on the air? Does the thought frighten you?


  


  No, Peregrine.


  


  We know love in terms of devotion, or shared experience and compassion (in this sense we can love your breed, and we do) and of pleasure in nearness, of the sometimes wordless touching of self by self. Our bodies to you would seem cold; we are warm to one another .... Can you imagine a human being standing in the room where my body was becoming a living dust?


  


  I can imagine it without distress.


  


  Can you image yourself standing there?


  


  That is harder.


  


  I myself would not wish it. Human beings should live. I think my natural time of dying is still far off. When it comes, perhaps some human invalid, someone who would otherwise die-but it hardly matters. If our substance entered, only the frame, the outward image, would remain human. Human beings must live as human beings.


  


  It is your world. You cannot be as we are, nor we as varied and adaptable and adventurous, beautiful, even happy, as your people might become if you will learn how to live; if you will start thinking of fewer and better, not of more and greedier. I think we ought to live too, a few of us, if it is possible, if we are certain our substance can be kept harmless to the natural life of Earth. But as we do not have your potential for evil, neither have we, to the full, your potential for good. It is you who must become the Earth people if you can-the good husbandmen, the music makers and keepers of the vineyard.


  


  Our great journeys began soon after that meeting on the mountainside. We crossed the Pyrenees, in the spring of a year in what you call the ninth century B.C. We traveled as we pleased through the forests that were later Gaul, along the northern coast of Europe, the shores of the Baltic, into the vast body of Asia. Years, and we reached the Pacific. I flew far up and down the coasts, seeing the roofs, smoke, fields of a civilization already stupendous. At that time we did not pause to learn much of it, because we wanted to know the world as a single vision. I found that region of fog where the greatest of oceans narrows to a strait dividing the continents, and I led my friends the long way there. Hanuman, with the aid of Lykos, contrived a raft. We waited till winter narrowed the strait to fewer miles, and crossed, aided as well as threatened by the fierce current and the pack ice. Part of the time Lykos swam, pulling the raft.


  


  He was in no danger of sinking. We can endure a degree of cold that would be lethal to you, and our flesh is much more light and buoyant than yours. But we do fear the ocean, having had no way to learn enough about it. That day it seemed all menace and obscurity. I hoped as I flew that I could warn them of an ugly fin approaching, or shape rising out of the gray confusion-but that fog, that everlasting fog! Concealing us helpfully, yes, but making my sharp eyes useless. Well, we came through, and later returned safely. As a company we made that journey only one more time. To me, of course, ocean barriers are less than the divisions of a chessboard.


  


  On that journey-already into the eighth century B.C. in your terms-we explored the entire coast of North America, across the north to Newfoundland, south to what you have made the Canal Zone, down to the Horn with many years of learning a new jungle, northward over the Andes, again Alaska. Decades later, back near our place of origin.


  


  We studied most of the human settlements and cultures that we found, avoiding contact because we knew the dangers. In those centuries of our exploration we never appeared as more than a quick shadow at the corner of a human eye, a dot of wings circling in and out of the clouds.


  


  Remember, Doctor: three thousand years is no great age. Before our minds awoke, Mohenjo-Daro had been buried and forgotten under a welter of later building. Great Agade of Babylonia was founded more than a thousand years before our waking-but we knew that city, in our time. Ophis in its cellars, Hanuman a fleeting shadow on midnight roofs. Lykos strolled its stinking alleys in the dark, listening to human voices, and the dogs cringed away unharmed.


  


  Greece we knew, her few enlightened centuries. I have flown over Crete, over all the Grecian islands. We can say to you, Helen was indeed beautiful; the heart of Achilles did break at the death of his friend. I saw the burning of Troy town black on the sky only one of the thousand wars we witnessed, all of them foul, vain and unnecessary. That one matters only because a poet made music. Yes, Odysseus of the many devices did set out from there on his homeward journey-but of that I know, as you do, only what is told by a better voice.


  


  In a much later journey we passed by Antioch and Tyre, then on as far as a massive human disturbance-Alexandria, where we heard familiar Greek and Roman dialects. We followed the coast westward and came upon the legions before Carthage. By your calendar, that was 146 B.C.


  


  That night Lykos and Hanuman prowled outside the camps and heard the cursing, complaining, occasionally thoughtful talk of soldiers, chatter of camp-followers and slaves, grunt of dice-players, squeak of wheels, spitting, snorting, belching, whine of whips -night sounds not greatly different from what we heard again in 1346 at the siege of Calais. Not deeply different, old man, from night as we heard it in the summer of 1863 outside Vicksburg. If we had been present I think we would have heard the same blending of black mirth, innocent obscenities, patience, aimless despair and fatigue, in the trenches of Verdun, or before the fighting began at Monte Cassino. We would hear it, possibly more hysterical, wherever soldiers talk to each other in the poisonous war your government carries on so blindly and endlessly in Vietnam.


  


  We try to understand it.


  


  I flew above Carthage. We had grown rather sophisticated then about the human thing. I knew what would happen. We guessed the dominance of Rome was inevitable, if only because of that beefy Roman stubbornness, and this city was the enemy’s heart. We had heard gossip and truth about bilious Cato in his eighties. The old hater was dead then-he hated the Greeks too-but his hate still sputtered where the legions could hear it. In six days Carthage was smoke. Before I sought cleaner air I heard the screaming, glimpsed the usual human entertainments. Yet it was said there was not much laughter among the Roman officers-and yes, if you’re curious, it’s probably true that Scipio Aemilianus did weep, for the record, at this product of his good generalship.


  


  Sickened of men, above all sickened of their self-delusions, we wandered down into jungle Africa-our third long journey there -and watched again your groping human pattern in the life of savage tribes. Those were rough jungles, as some of them are today. Once Lykos ‘(he is coming to you now from the pines) fell into a pygmies’ pit trap and we could not finish digging him out before they came. I darted among them and tore at their faces until they fled, gibbering of witchcraft.


  


  I can’t recall you ever looked handsomer, Peregrine.


  


  Let me tend that leg, Lykos!


  


  I can walk on three, Doctor. Our wounds heal; our green blooded flesh has never taken any infection. But it’s true we heal much more slowly than when we were young, the bullet does give me pain, and there at the joint I suppose it might interfere with the setting of the bone. However, sir-contact with our flesh-


  


  Oh, you don’t believe that yourself, do you? After all your time on Earth, and no harm done? Let me at least extract the bullet, and splint it. It would be simple, for me.


  


  But about contact-some caution, Doctor


  


  After three thousand years and no harm done? Let me follow my own common sense. Besides, I’m--quite old. It makes no real difference. Rest here. I’ll get what I need ....


  


  He wouldn’t call others with a telephone?


  


  No, Lykos. I am sure. He’s honest.


  


  You have not made the request?


  


  No, but I told him we came to make one.


  


  Still time to retreat, Peregrine. We could let him think this surgery was what we came to ask.


  


  Too timid, Lykos. We must make the request.


  


  Something in his face-I think he has a cancer.


  


  It’s possible . . . Quiet. Do whatever he asks ....


  


  Was that too much?


  


  No, you’re very quick and good. But Doctor, I do suggest avoiding contact with the green blood that’s oozing where the bullet was. Let it drain. It clots quickly. Try not to touch it when you put on the splints.


  


  This thing is a nasty little.22. What happened?


  


  Some hunter. I was certain I was hidden but must have been careless. I ran off. I don’t know what he thinks I was.


  


  If he thinks. Splints now. This will be bad, you know ....


  


  I’ve felt worse .... )Vow it will heal. Your kindness is spring in winter. Peregrine, go on with what you were telling him. Mm, those pygmies! I did get rather cross.


  


  Yes, you expressed your thoughts with some freedom. Well, Doctor, it was after we had witnessed the decay and near-death of learning in what you call the early Middle Ages that Hanuman began work on his record. That dreary collapse, from the fourth century on, that blackout of Western culture for something like a thousand years, made clear to us how easy it is for a society as imperfectly developed, as precariously balanced in nature as yours, to let its light go out. Maybe there is a recurrent mental fatigue in human cultures, induced by the short periods of enterprise. You push on with your grand vigor for a while, and then slump; abdication of intelligence as the governing force, and of course if that’s complete enough it drags down virtually everything in a long ruin.


  


  It seemed to us that in our limited way we might function as preservers of history. We thought that a detailed, scrupulously truthful record of all we knew, all we had observed from our detachment, might someday be a thing of value to you, even a source of guidance. Surely it’s true, if a culture that forgets history is condemned to repeat it, the complement of the proposition ought to be true.


  


  Qualify it, Peregrine-I imagine the Doctor will agree. No culture as yet has actually forgotten history because no culture has really possessed more than fragments of it. With that allowed for I guess the old saying may be true enough. I suppose a knowledge of history adequate for a trustworthy guide has never been possessed by more than a handful of scholars. Some have done their best to transmit it, but who reads? Men at large simply don’t know their own past. Snippets hastily gulped in school-by those who have schools; simple and popular generalizations, mostly false and harmful.


  


  I am forced to agree, Lykos.


  


  Lykos is more a pessimist than I, maybe for the very reason that his affection for humanity is deeper.


  


  Maybe. Never think I doubt the value of our record. I only wonder whether these volatile short-lived beings will ever find the wit to use it.


  


  He and I speak alike, Doctor; think very much alike. But Lykos thinks in privacy, like all sentient beings. You might have to know us a hundred, years or so to discover in how many ways we are persons. Ophis was our humorist. Had a sweet small thorn in her speech that could make even Hanuman smile. He’s all meditative thought, logic, philosophy-and compassion. His hands have changed visibly with that endless writing; both somewhat enlarged-he writes with either hand and deep black grooves in thumbs and middle fingers.


  


  We began our record in your ninth century A.D. We had hoped to give it to you in a time when you had begun to show, as a society of intelligent beings, more signs of intelligent behavior. Under present conditions we can hardly wait any longer for that. We may have waited too long already, counted too much on the power of your often brilliant individuals and minorities. The record is not finished. Hanuman has been able to bring it only a short way into your twentieth century .... Lykos, my throat is tired.


  


  I’ll go on, in my grumbling way. Are you sure, Doctor, that we’re safe from interruption? I’m not prepared to meet anyone but you.


  


  The kids all took o-f to a movie in the village and won’t be back till after dark-you’ll hear the two cars. No one else comes to see me here, or if anyone does, that door has a loose latch 1 didn’t shut You could push it open and then get into a closet or under my bed.


  


  I’m housebroken, too. (Peregrine, I don’t feel that shrinking, when he strokes my head.)


  


  (Good. You were always a sentimental pup.)


  


  That was your private language, wasn’t it?


  


  Yes, I was telling old Feather puff I like your touch. We conceived the idea of that record suddenly, but it took years to find a place to work on it and keep it safe. At length we chose a cave in the foothills of the Dinaric Alps. The entrance was larger than we liked; we did what we could with brush barricades. It seemed remote enough. Swarming Italy lay more than a hundred miles away across the Adriatic. Around our cave, gaunt wilderness, here and there goat trails, six miles away a mountain track that was used, but very little, by carts and horsemen. From our cliff we looked down on the distant roofs of a peasant village, but we were sheltered from it not only by our height, but by ugly gorges, dense woods, tumbled rocks. Bears, the beasts in my shape, and that was also a country thick with belief in vampires, witches, all manner of spooks. No man ventured far alone, even by day, and two or more men together are sure to make a noise. Our secret trail was easy for Hanuman. I had enough trouble with parts of the climb so that I was sure no other wolf would try it, and men would be deterred unless they had some compelling motive. Ophis knew many little approaches but preferred to ride my neck-that trifling weight ....


  


  Come back to the story, Lykos.


  


  Yes. That cave served us five hundred years. Hanuman developed the full plan of his work. No feeling of immediate urgency was pushing us in those centuries, only the larger sense of it, awareness of the insecurity of all things living. We could not be certain the civilization of Europe would recover any force and virtue, but by that time we had our own perspective. We were in touch with the rest of the world, with men’s continual failures, recoveries, groping advances.


  


  Peregrine of course was Hanuman’s best reporter, traveling wherever wings can go. We knew of the Aztecs, Mayas, Incas, the primitive peoples, the tribal groups and young civilizations in this northern continent. China, the Mongols, India, the shut-away people of Australia, the human experience in jungle, veldt, seacoast of Africa. In our record is more than you can ever learn elsewhere of the wonderful voyages that carried men to the islands of the Pacific. There’s no settled place in the world from the Arctic to Patagonia where Peregrine has not listened in the dark to the talk of men. I myself made many journeys, with Ophis and then alone.


  


  Often Hanuman left his work to come with me, because he was our best thief. In those centuries the monasteries were almost our only source of parchment, vellum, other writing fabrics. Hanuman made ink from gum and soot, and slotted bamboo pens long before Europe had anything better than the quill; papers we had to steal. Robbing the poor monks’ scriptoria was often easier than getting what we needed from cellars or other storage places, and it was always more fun. In the monastic records of eastern Europe from the ninth into the fourteenth century, there may well be here and there an embarrassed mention of the theft of writing materials by the Devil; if so, Devil is to be taken in the Pickwickian sense. Then we’d have the stiff task of conveying our loot by secret ways to the cave. Hanuman was writing at that time in the compact, rather inflexible Latin of the Augustan age, and he wrote with almost no margins in a script hardly thicker than the legs of a millipede; nevertheless our greed for the precious material was insatiable For Hanuman-always the master intelligence of our company, before whom we others are only loving fools-would not leave out one fact that might be of importance to men, and he was bound to have it all in such perfect order that the record could be used by any human scholar with ability to read and courage to endure the truth.


  


  Our plunder had to travel mostly on my back. I had narrow escapes. Sometimes I had sore feet. But it was worth any effort. And that part of it, that product of five hundred years of toil, was all destroyed.


  


  The year was 1348, the month of May. Ophis had died two hundred years before. I was traveling southward through France, where the Hundred Years’ War had already built up the true monument to princely quarrels-ruin and desolation. And as I started down the Rhone valley I began to overhear men talk of that other plague, the Black Death, for it was then, as we knew, in full fury at Avignon. My mind was drenched with the presence of death, when Peregrine found me with the news of our own disaster.


  


  A young man out hunting very bravely alone had taken a fall into a spot from which he could see our cave entrance. Intent at his work, Hanuman had not been aware of him until he tumbled and cursed in pain. Then from behind the brush barricade Hanuman watched him, not too badly hurt, limping and scrambling nearer. He had saved his bow and hunting knife in the fall, but lost his arrows; he was bleeding, lamed, scared, and wanted shelter because the sky was churning with the threat of storm. Hanuman stayed motionless in the barricade until the young man pushed aside part of it and entered the cave. Then he moved to better concealment and called in a human voice: “Go away! Go away!” He had a desperate hope that if the boy could be frightened off there might be a chance to get the record out of danger before others were brought to look at the place.


  


  The young hunter was properly frightened, and plunged out of the cave with Hanuman’s pen and the strip of parchment he had been busied with and he searched for the source of the call. Then his keen eyes found Hanuman’s face as the gusty wind shoved bushes aside. He yelled and fled, tumbling and struggling down the incline mad with terror. And while Hanuman listened to the diminishing uproar of his retreat, the wind fetched in a stupendous rain, a battering downpour that was to last all night and on into the morning. Yet even if he had had a dry place to take it, Hanuman thinks, he could never have got the record safe-it was too big, and those people were braver than he supposed.


  


  They came in the morning even before the rain had ceased. They brought a priest, and oil, and torches, a dozen men with spears and arrows and axes. Fifty yards off in dense growth on the higher ground, Hanuman listened to a great droning of dog-Latin exorcism, prayers in the dialect, howling and pounding of metal to drive away Satan. He heard himself described two or three times by the scared (and very proud) young man, as twice the height of two tall men, with flaming nostrils that poured forth the stench of Hell, and a voice that turned a man’s blood to milk


  


  Then there was real fire, and heaving smoke, and black scraps of priceless parchment floating out and down the hillside on the damp wind.


  


  Hanuman came away to a clearing where he was accustomed to meet Peregrine and me, and Peregrine found him there and brought me word. When we were all three together-


  


  We do not weep, Doctor. We come together, and-rest. As we had done after Ophis died, we went into thick woods, and I lay where Hanuman could lean against me with Peregrine in his arms. We rest. We abandon thought, memory, sorrow, everything except our trusting and healing nearness to each other; for this, together with our imperfect but perfectible knowledge of natural law, is the only aspect of life that will never deceive or betray us. After that time of retreat, we at length roused ourselves, to consider how to take up our task of record making once more, from the beginning.


  


  We returned to this continent. Another raft of vines and branches securely woven by Hanuman with what clumsy help I could provide; another crossing of that fogbound channel, our last I don’t think I could swim it now, pulling a raft. Before we crossed, Peregrine had surveyed the ranges from Alaska to the southern Sierras. Of many good places, Mount Charity seemed the best for our needs.


  


  Standing on its flat summit you are in the center of a vast bowl, and the bottom of the bowl is the green jade of treetops. They clothe a valley so many-angled, so tumbled and broken up with lesser elevations and spurs of the greater peaks, that it should N- hardly be called a valley at all. There are small lakes, and streams A river flows off underground, and where it emerges, if it does, even I have never been sure. And all around the summit, where the winds are never violent, stand the snow-topped giants. They look as though a shout might reach them, though the nearest one, says Peregrine, is twenty-four miles away. For the last ten or fifteen years, of course, the air has not been that clear, but we remember.


  


  We knew men would never come there for grazing livestock, let alone clearing and farming: little enough for even goats to find. But for us there has been rich plenty. The needles of western pine and larch for us are sustaining food. We brought with us the seeds of European herbs we have grown used to, and they have naturalized well. Myrtle also grows there, which we enjoy, in patches of open ground near our cave. There is in particular one little meadow directly below us. It is really a large outcropping of rock, slightly tilted, so that over the centuries enough soil has built up there to support small plants, wild grasses, though not trees. To us this is the loveliest of all the world’s meadows. We have thought of it and tended it as our garden since 1377. You probably remember that Edward III of England died that year, one of the great princes whose masterpiece was the Hundred Years’ War. And a man who served him as soldier, valet, envoy, political handyman, and compared to whom (in my view) Edward and nearly all the other monarchs of European history were not much more than hop toads in fancy clothes, was then getting on for forty-a friend of yours, I believe, Geoffrey Chaucer. (I hope you’ll excuse my slipping in to look at your books a couple of months ago, when nobody was around and you left the door on that loose latch.) Yes, that little meadow has been our garden for very nearly six hundred years.


  


  Indians traveled by once in a great while, making use of an open space farther down the mountainside for their overnight camps on journeys across the range. Those had to be important journeys, for they disliked and dreaded the dark forest of the lower ground, and the cruel passes through the heights. We learned from their talk that when they reached this place they called Mount Charity they felt safe. “Charity” is the nearest English translation we can find, but in the original there was some overtone of the supernatural, for they imagined themselves in the presence of a friendly spirit who would grant travelers protection so long as they were careful not to outstay their welcome. Later, I regret to say, this benign legend may have taken on an odd flavor of Wolf Spirit. If we have the future hours together that I hope we may, Doctor, you might ask me about that sometime.


  


  Our cave entrance is obscure: we helped nature. The cave itself is an immense fissure directly underlying the mountain’s summit.


  


  A main gallery runs inward a hundred yards. There are side galleries; at the end of one is a pool that receives sweet water from every rain and has nourished our contemplation for the centuries. In another, daylight enters from a crack in the western face of the cliff thirty feet above the cave floor: there is our library, and our record; there Hanuman works, reached by the sun for a little while in the evenings, and in the dark he has the candles he himself makes from bayberry and other sources. At certain seasons the moon is with him.


  


  A rock fall-we think at least a thousand years ago-.closed up the lower part of the cave entrance. The upper part can be shut, if we choose, with an artificial rock we made, convincing to look at, if you have the enterprise to scramble up a steep-slanted boulder under the cliff’s overhang and peer in at it, but not very strong. So far as we know, the Indians never came up to look at it. Maybe they would have felt it a trespass on the spirit’s dwelling place. A good spelunker would catch on to it in no time, or for that matter an enterprising Boy Scout.


  


  Paper was again a problem. It cost us a few years of experiment and trouble to work out a method of manufacturing it ourselves from oat grass. In the fourteenth century we could still feel we might have plenty of time. To this day, on Mount Charity, you can find small clearings where an odd type of oat grass still seeds itself in yearly. We have helped it a little, to be sure, for sentimental reasons. Naturally as soon as the Spanish settlements in California were stable enough to provide us with paper, we were ready with Hanuman’s light fingers and my quiet feet, and we enjoyed the game almost as much as in old times. But your antiquarians and possibly your chemists may someday be interested in studying the paper we made: it is flexible even now, safe to handle with care, and most of Hanuman’s ink shows up as sharply as yesterday.


  


  There is great plenty of it, for Hanuman was determined to bring back from his memory every page of the lost account, while also dealing with the constant flow of new events, as Peregrine brought word from other continents and I came in with more about the Indian world of North and South America. You see the importance of that, Doctor, considering what slight concern the white pioneers had for the history of any people but themselves.


  


  The nineteenth and twentieth centuries are enormously documented, and I daresay all the important facts can be found in the human records. Nevertheless Hanuman wishes to bring his account to the present time, if only because (we hope) there is a value in the viewpoint of three thousand years.


  


  Doctor, I think we are tiring you excessively. You look-


  


  Please, go on!


  


  I’ll take it up again, Lykos. We weren’t too worried, Doctor, when the Union Pacific came into Portland-it was far away. The road linking Eugene with Boise did frighten us, but-


  


  They’re after Mount Charity.


  


  Yes, Doctor. We ought to have been making ready for flight seventy odd years ago, when the horseless carriage started driving the stables out of business. But our foresight is only a little better than human. And like you we have that way, that human way, of imagining the cup may pass.


  


  Several years ago a trail across the southern part of our bowl in the hills was widened and blacktopped. Now a spur, a scenic highway, is to be driven all the way to the flat summit of Mount Charity. The summit will be developed, as they call it, into a parking lot for an estimated eight hundred cars. There is to be a hotel in our garden, which the developers have already named, in their blueprints, Overlook Inn-The Home of Creative Viewing.


  


  Christ! Let me think-I have some money-


  


  Not enough for what you’re thinking, Doctor. Sit quiet, please. Rest. Peace. Let me tell you what our hope is, much more modest. Work won’t start on this obscenity until next summer, maybe not then. Some environmentalists are already fighting it. They can’t win-too many more urgent things demand their effort and funds, and the money back of the hotel thing is big-but they will delay it, and that wins us time. Could you remodel this house a little? maybe a bigger cellar, some other things-to give us a hiding place and storage for our records, for ten or fifteen years-


  


  Yes. Yes, anything, whatever I have. My God, l must write a will, so that the kids will have the place. Stupid of me to neglect it so long, but I get tired easily-discouraged


  


  Please rest yourself while I finish, Doctor. We must have the young people in it, yes. We’ll need their help. But . . . you understand, don’t you? If the secret of our existence is known too soon, Hanuman’s effort to complete the story is done for. Even supposing the best, supposing there were no immediate wish to destroy us, to be smothered in your people’s good intentions would be as lethal as-as the Pentagon trying to make me tell them all the good news of Russian and Chinese military


  


  Stop a moment, Peregrine. That sickens me too much.


  


  I’m sorry, Doctor. It was a foolish example .... May I go on?


  


  Yes.


  


  We came to you first, and you only, because we have no one else. You understand, your students-some changes in the group each summer, and we can’t follow them, study them. I told you, we studied you a long while before we dared approach. So, now, will you tell us which of these young people we can trust for secrecy? You know them. We don’t.


  


  Trust them all.


  


  This is my one piece of human knowledge you must accept. Trust them all, Peregrine. Oh-wonderful-even if I only dream it! To know the past, make ft a truer guide! Something I can do not just preach while the time runs out-


  


  Peregrine


  


  He’s dead. His heart couldn’t bear joy.


  


  Yes, that was joy .... I hear the cars. He wrote no will, Lykos. They won’t have this place. They’ll find some way to help us. Brut-what if


  


  Then it happens. But Peregrine, we must stop waiting for perfection. And I think this generation is something new on Earth. They are the first to understand they could lose their world-their world, Peregrine-and my heart tells me they are too good to let it go. Come with me. We’re going to them now, and we will trust them all.


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *
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  George Alec Effinger, another Clarion alumnus, is in his early twenties, wears his hair long, and is known as Piglet to anyone who knows him at all. (His best friend when he first came to New York was named Edward Bear, thus the nickname.) All the Last Wars at Once is a story he wrote to work off a feeling of weltschmerz over the antics of current humanity: “I think every problem we have could be solved immediately if only the parties involved would just act their age,” he says, and so he wrote this black humor story of a future when people get together to solve their conflicts in the stupidest way possible. Have you noticed how often human logic continues to work just as well when you turn it upside-down?


  


  


    ALL THE LAST WARS AT ONCE


  George Alec Effinger


  


  


  We interrupt this p—


  


  —upt this program to—


  


  —terrupt our regularly scheduled programming to bring you this bulletin pieced together from the archives of the General Motors Corporation.


  


  “Good afternoon. This is Bob Dunne, NBC News in New Haven, Connecticut. We’re standing here in the lobby of the Hotel Taft in New Haven, where the first international racial war has just been declared. In just a few seconds, the two men responsible will be coming out of that elevator. (Can you hear me?)


  


  “—elevator. Those of you in the western time zones are probably already—”


  


  The elevator doors opened. Two men emerged, smiling and holding their hands above their heads in victorious, self-congratulatory boxers’ handshakes. They were immediately mobbed by newsmen. One of the two men was exceptionally tall, and black as midnight in Nairobi. The other was short, fat, white, and very nervous. The black man was smiling broadly, the white man was smiling and wiping perspiration from his face with a large red handkerchief.


  


  “—C News. The Negro has been identified as the representative of the people of color of all nations. He is, according to the mimeographed flyer distributed scant minutes ago, Mary McLeod Bethune Washington, of Washington, Georgia. The other man with him is identified as Robert Randall La Cygne, of La Cygne, Kansas, evidently the delegate of the Caucasian peoples. When, and by whom, this series of negotiations was called is not yet clear.


  


  “At any rate, the two men, only yesterday sunk in the sticky obscurity of American life, have concluded some sort of bargaining that threatens to engulf the entire world in violent reaction. The actual content of that agreement is still open to specu—”


  


  “—or at any later date.”


  


  A close-up on Washington, who was reading from a small black notebook.


  


  “We have thus reached, and passed, that critical moment. This fact has been known and ignored by all men, on both sides of the color line, for nearly a generation. Henceforth, this situation is to be, at least, honest, if bloodier. Bob and I join in wishing you all the best of luck, and may God bless.”


  


  “Mr. Washington?”


  


  “Does this necessarily mean—”


  


  “—iated Press here, Mr. Washing—”


  


  “Yes? You, with the hat.”


  


  “Yes, sir. Vincent Reynolds, UPI. Mr. Washington, are we to understand that this agreement has some validity? You are aware that we haven’t seen any sort of credentials—”


  


  Washington grinned. “Thank you. I’m glad you brought that up. Credentials? Just you wait a few minutes, and listen outside. Ain’t no stoppin’ when them rifles start poppin’!”


  


  “Mr. Washington?”


  


  “Yes?”


  


  “Is this to be an all-out, permanent division of peoples?”


  


  “All-out, yes. Permanent, no. Bob and I have decided on a sort of statute of limitations. You go out and get what you can for thirty days. At the end of the month, we’ll see what and who’s left.”


  


  “You can guarantee that there will be no continuation of hostilities at the end of the thirty days?”


  


  “Why, sure! We’re all growed up, now, ain’t we? Sure, why, you can trustus!”


  


  “Then this is a war of racial eradication?”


  


  “Not at all,” said Bob La Cygne, who had remained silent, behind Washington’s broad seersucker back. “Not at all what I would call a war of eradication. ‘Eradicate’ is an ugly term. ‘Expunge’ is the word we arrived at, isn’t it, Mary Beth?”


  


  “I do believe it is, Bob.”


  


  Washington studied his notebook for a few seconds, ignoring the shouting newsmen around him. No attempt was made by the uniformed guards to stop the pushing and shoving, which had grown somewhat aggravated. Then he smiled brightly, turning to La Cygne. They clasped hands and waved to the flashing bulbs of the photographers.


  


  “No more questions, boys. You’ll figure it all out soon enough; that’s enough for now.” The two men turned and went back into the waiting elevator.


  


  (Tock tockatock tocka tock tock) “And now, the Six O’Clock Report (tocka tock tocka tocka), with (tockatock) Gil Monahan.”


  


  (Tocka tocka tock tock tocka)


  


  “Good evening. The only story in the news tonight is the recently declared official hostilities between members of all non-Caucasian races and the white people of the world. Within minutes of the original announcement, open warfare broke out in nearly every multi-racially populated area in the U.S. and abroad. At this moment the entire globe is in turmoil; the scene everywhere flickers between bloody combat in the streets and peaceful lulls marked by looting and destruction of private property.


  


  “What has happened, in effect, is a thirty-day suspension of all rational codes of conduct. The army and National Guard are themselves paralyzed due to their own internal conflicts. A state of martial law has been declared by almost all governments, but, to our knowledge, nowhere has it been effectively enforced.


  


  “There seems to be absolutely no cooperation between members of the opposite sides, on any level. Even those who most sympathized with the problems of the other are engaged in, using Mary McLeod Bethune Washington’s terms, ‘getting their own.’ Interracial organizations, social groups, and even marriages are splintering against the color barrier.


  


  “We have some reports now from neighboring states that may be of importance to our viewers, concerning the conditions in these areas at the present time. A state of emergency has been declared for the following municipalities in New Jersey: Absecon, Adelphia, Allendale, Allenhurst, Allentown, Allenwood, Alloway, Alpha . . . Well, as my eye travels over this list of some eight or nine hundred towns I notice that only a few aren’t listed, notably Convent Station and Peapack. You can pretty well assume that things are bad all over. That goes for the New York, Pennsylvania, and Connecticut regions as well.


  


  “We have some footage that was shot in Newark about ten minutes after the New Haven declaration. It’s pretty tense out there now. The expert analysts in the news media are astounded that the intense polarization and outbreaks of rioting occurred so quickly. Let’s take a look at those films now.


  


  “Apparently there’s some diffi—


  


  “I don’t know, what can . . . experiencing ourselves some of this interference with . . . refusal to even . . .


  


  “—rifying. They’re running around out there like maniacs, shooting and—


  


  “—flames and the smoke is—you can see the clouds against the sky, between the buildings like waves of—”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was a pink mimeographed factsheet. Frowning, he stuffed it into his pocket. “Factsheet,” eh? It had been several days since Stevie had heard a fact that he could trust.


  


  Nobody was saying anything worth listening. The factsheets had begun the second day with the expected clutter of charges and accusations, but soon everyone realized that this wasn’t going to be that kind of war. Nobody gave a good goddamnwhat happened to anyone else. On the third day the few angry allegations that were made were answered with “our own sources do not indicate that, in fact, any such incident actually occurred” or with a curt “T.S., baby!” or, finally, no reply at all. Now the factsheets just bragged, or warned, or threatened.


  


  Stevie was hitchhiking, which was a dangerous thing to do, but no more dangerous than sitting in an apartment waiting for the blazing torches. He felt that if he were going to be a target, a moving target offered the better odds.


  


  He carried a pistol and a rifle that he had liberated from Abercrombie & Fitch. The hot morning sun gleamed on the zippers and studs of his black leathers. He stood by the side of the parkway, smiling grimly to himself as he waited for a ride. Every car that came around the curve was a challenge, one that he was more than willing to accept. There wasn’t much traffic lately, and for that Stevie was sorry. He was really getting to dig this.


  


  A car approached, a late model black Imperial with its headlights burning. He set himself, ready to dodge into the ditch on the side of the road. Stevie stared through the windshield as the car came nearer. He let out his breath suddenly: it was a white chick. It looked like she had liberated the car; maybe she was looking for someone to team up with. Even if she was a dog, it would beat hitching.


  


  The Imperial passed him, slowed, and stopped on the road’s shoulder. The chick slid over on the seat, rolling down the window on the passenger’s side and shouting to him.


  


  “Hurry up, you idiot. I don’t want to sit here much longer.”


  


  He ran to the car, pulling open the door to get in. She slammed it shut again, and Stevie stood there confused.


  


  “What the hell-”


  


  “Shut up,” she snapped, handing him another pink factsheet. “Read this. And hurry it up.”


  


  He read the factsheet. His throat went dry and he began to feel a buzz in his head. At the top of the page was the familiar, fisted Women’s Lib symbol. In regulation incendiary rhetoric below it, a few paragraphs explained that it had been decided by the uppermost echelon to strike now for freedom. During the period of severe disorientation, women the world over were taking the opportunity to beat down the revisionist male supremist pigs. Not just the oppressed racial minorities can express their militancy, it said. The female popular liberation front knew no color boundaries. Who did they think they were kidding? Stevie thought.


  


  “You’re gonna get plugged by some black bitch, you know that?” he said. He looked up at her. She had a gun pointed at him, aimed at his chest. The buzz in his head grew louder.


  


  “You wanna put that sheet back on the pile? We don’t have enough to go around,” she said.


  


  “Look,” said Stevie, starting to move toward the car. The girl raised the pistol in a warning. He dove to the ground, parallel to the car, and rolled up against the right front wheel. The girl panicked, opening the door to shoot him before he could get away. Stevie fired twice before she sighted him, and she fell to the grassy shoulder. He didn’t check to see if she were dead or merely wounded; he took her pistol and got in the car.


  


  * * * *


  


  “My fellow Americans.” The voice of the President was strained and tired, but he still managed his famous promiseless smile. The picture of the Chief Executive was the first to disturb the televisions’ colored confetti snow for nearly two weeks.


  


  “We are met tonight to discuss the intolerable situation in which our nation finds itself. With me this evening”—the President indicated an elderly, well-dressed Negro gentleman seated at a desk to the left of the President’s—”I have invited the Rev. Dr. Roosevelt Wilson, who will speak to you from his own conscience. Rev. Wilson is known to many of you as an honest man, a community leader, and a voice of collaboration in these times of mistrust and fiscal insecurity.”


  


  Across the nation, men in dark turtlenecks ran down searing channels of flame, liberated television sets in their gentle grasp, running so that they might see this special telecast. Across the nation men and women of all persuasions looked at Wilson and muttered, “Well, isn’t he the clean old nigger!”


  


  Rev. Wilson spoke, his voice urgent and slow with emotion. “We must do everything that our leaders tell us. We cannot take the law into our own hands. We must listen to the promptings of reason and calmth, and find that equitable solution that I’m sure we all desire.”


  


  The TV broadcast had been a major accomplishment. Its organization had been a tribute to the cooperation of many dissatisfied men who would rather have been out liberating lawn furniture. But the message of these two paternal figures of authority was more important.


  


  “Thank you, Dr. Wilson,” said the President. He stood, smiling into the camera, and walked to a large map that had been set up to his right. He took a pointer in one hand.


  


  “This,” he said, “is our beleaguered nation. Each green dot represents a community where the violence that plagues us has gone beyond containable limits.” The map was nearly solid green, the first time the USA had been in that condition since the early seventeenth century. “I have asked for assistance from the armed forces of Canada, Mexico and Great Britain, but although I mailed the requests nearly two weeks ago I have yet to receive a reply. I can only assume that we are on our own.


  


  “Therefore, I will make one statement concerning official government policy. As you know, this state of affairs will technically come to an end in about fifteen days. At that time, the government will prosecuteseverely anyone connected with any further disruptions of Federal activities. This is not merely an empty threat; it con—”


  


  A young black man ran before the camera, turning to shout an incoherent slogan. Rev. Wilson saw the pistol in the boy’s hand and stood, his face contorted with fear and envy. “The business of America is business!” he screamed, and then dropped back into his seat as the black militant shot. The President clutched his chest and cried, “Wemust not . . . lose . . .” and fell to the floor.


  


  The cameras seemed to swing at random, as men rushed about confusedly. From somewhere a white man appeared, perhaps one of the technicians, with his own pistol. He hurried to the desk shouting, “For anarchy!” and shot Dr. Wilson point-blank. The white assassin turned, and the black assassin fired at him. The two killers began a cautious but noisy gun battle in the studio. Here most viewers turned off their sets. “In very poor taste,” they thought.


  


  * * * *


  


  The sign outside: Second National Bank of Our Lord, the Engineer. Universal Church of God or Some Sort of Cosmic Embodiment of Good.


  


  Above the entrance to the church fluttered a hastily made banner. The masculine symbol had been crudely painted on a white sheet; the white flag indicated that the worshippers were white males and that blacks and women were “welcome” at their own risk. The population was now split into four mutually antagonistic segments. The separate groups began to realize that there was some point in keeping their members together in little cadres. The streets and apartment buildings were death traps.


  


  Inside the church the men were silent in prayer. They were led by an elderly deacon, whose inexperience and confusion were no greater or less than any in the congregation.


  


  “Merciful God,” he prayed, “in whatever Form the various members of our flock picture You, corporal Entity or insubstantial Spirit, we ask that You guide us in this time of direst peril.


  


  “Brother lifts sword against brother, and brother against sister. Husband and wife are torn asunder against Your holiest ordainments. Protect us, and show us our proper response. Perhaps it is true that vengeance is solely Yours; but speak to us, then, concerning Limited Cautionary Retaliation, and other alternatives. We would see a sign, for truly we are lost in the mires of day-to-day living.”


  


  The deacon continued his prayer, but soon there began a series of poundings on the door. The deacon stopped for just a second, looking up nervously, his hand straying to his sidearm. When nothing further happened he finished the prayer and the members of the congregation added, if they chose, their amens.


  


  At the end of the service the men rose to leave. They stood at the door, in no hurry to abandon the sanctuary of the church. At last the deacon led them out. It was immediately noticed that a yellow fact-sheet had been nailed to the outside of the door. The Roman Catholics of the neighborhood had decided to end the centuries-long schism. Why not now, when everybody else was settling their differences? A Final Solution.


  


  A bullet split wood from the door frame. The men standing on the stoop jumped back inside. A voice called from the street, “You damn commie atheist Protestants! We’re gonna wipe you out and send your lousy heretic souls straight to Hell!” More gunfire. The stained glass windows of the church shattered, and there were cries from inside.


  


  “They got one of the elders!”


  


  “It’s those crummy Catholics. We should have got them when we had the chance. Damn it, now they got us holed up in here.”


  


  The next day a blue factsheet was circulated by the Jewish community explaining that they had finally gotten tired of having their gabardine spat on, and that everybody’d just have to watch out. Around the world the remaining clusters of people fractured again, on the basis of creed.


  


  It was getting so you didn’t know who you could trust


  


  * * * *


  


  Stevie was heading back toward the city when the car went. It made a few preliminary noises, shaking and rattling slower, and then it stopped. For all he knew it might simply have been out of gas. There were eight days left in the prescribed thirty, and he needed a ride.


  


  He took the rifle and the two pistols from the Imperial and stood by the side of the road. It was a lot more dangerous to hitch now than it had been before, for the simple reason that the odds were that anyone who happened by would probably be on the other side of one of the many ideological fences. He was still confident, though, that he would be safely picked up, or be able to wrest a car away from its owner.


  


  There was very little traffic. Several times Stevie had to jump for cover as a hostile driver sped by him, shooting wildly from behind the wheel. At last an old Chevy stopped for him, driven by a heavy white man whom Stevie judged to be in his late fifties.


  


  “Come on, get in,” said the man.


  


  Stevie climbed into the car, grunting his thanks and settling warily back against the seat.


  


  “Where you going?” asked the man.


  


  “New York.”


  


  “Um. You, uh, you a Christian?”


  


  “Hey,” said Stevie, “right now we ain’t got any troubles at all. We can just drive until we get where we’re going. We only have eight days, right? So if we leave off the questions, eight days from nowboth of us’ll be happy.”


  


  “All right. That’s a good point, I guess, but it defeats the whole purpose. I mean, it doesn’t seem to enter into the spirit of things.”


  


  “Yeah, well, the spirit’s getting a little tired.”


  


  They rode in silence, taking turns with the driving. Stevie noticed that the old man kept staring at the rifle and two pistols. Stevie searched the car as best he could with his eyes, and it looked to him as though the old man was unarmed himself. Stevie didn’t say anything.


  


  “You seen a factsheet lately?” asked the man.


  


  “No,” said Stevie. “Haven’t seen one in days. I got tired of the whole thing. Nowwho’s at it?”


  


  The old man looked at him quickly, then turned back to the road. “Nobody. Nothing new.” Stevie glanced at the man now, studying his face curiously. Nothing new.


  


  After a while the man asked him for some bullets.


  


  “I didn’t think that you had a gun,” said Stevie.


  


  “Yeah. I got a .38 in the glove compartment. I keep it there, well, I’m less likely to use it.”


  


  “A .38? Well, these shells wouldn’t do you any good, anyhow. Besides, I don’t really want to give them up yet.”


  


  The man looked at him again. He licked his lips, appearing to make some decision. He took his eyes off the road for a moment and lunged across the seat in a dive for one of the loaded pistols. Stevie slammed the edge of his hand into the older man’s throat. The man choked and collapsed on the seat. Stevie switched off the engine and steered the car to the side of the road, where he opened the door and dumped the still body.


  


  Before he started the car again, Stevie opened the glove compartment. There was an unloaded revolver and a crumpled factsheet. Stevie tossed the gun to the ground by the old man. He smoothed out the wrinkled paper. The youth of the world, it proclaimed, had declared war on everyone over the age of thirty years.


  


  * * * *


  


  “How you coming with that factsheet?”


  


  The thin man in the green workshirt stopped typing and looked up. “I don’t know. It’s hard making out your crummy handwriting. Maybe another fifteen minutes. Are they getting restless out there?”


  


  The man in the jacket gulped down some of his lukewarm coffee. “Yeah. I was going to make an announcement, but what the hell. Let ‘em wait. They had their vote, they know what’s coming. Just finish that factsheet. I want to get it run off and put up before them goddamn Artists beat us to it.”


  


  “Look, Larry, them queers’ll never think of it in the first place. Calm down.”


  


  The man in the workshirt typed in silence for a while. Larry walked around the cold meeting hall, pushing chairs back in place and chewing his cigar nervously. When the stencil was finished, the man in the workshirt pulled it out of the typewriter and handed it to Larry. “All right,” he said, “there it is. Maybe you better go read it to them first. They been waiting out there for a couple of hours now.”


  


  “Yeah, I guess so,” said Larry. He zipped up his green jacket and waited for the man in the workshirt to get his coat. He turned off the lights and locked the door to the hall. Outside was a huge crowd of men, all white and all well into middle age. They cheered when Larry and the other man came out. Larry held up his hands for quiet.


  


  “All right, listen up,” he said. “We got our factsheet here. Before we go and have it run off, I’m going to let you hear it. It says just like what we voted for, so you all should be pretty satisfied.”


  


  He read the factsheet, stopping every now and then to wait through the applause and cheers of the men. He looked out at the crowd. They’re all brawny veteran-types, he thought. That’s what we are: we’re Veterans. We been through it all. We’re the ones who know what’s going on. We’re the Producers.


  


  The factsheet explained, in simple language unlike the bitter diatribes of other groups, that the laborers— the Producers—of the world had gotten fed up with doing all the work while a large portion of the population—the goddamn queer Artists—did nothing but eat up all the fruits of honest nine to five work. Artists contributed nothing, and wasted large amounts of our precious resources. It was simple logic to see that the food, clothing, shelter, money and recreational facilities that were diverted from the Producers’ use was as good as thrown into the garbage. The Producers worked harder and harder, and got back less and less. Well then, what could you expect to happen? Everything was bound to get worse for everybody.


  


  The men cheered. It was about time that they got rid of the parasites. No one complained when you burned off a leech. And no one could complain when you stuffed out the leechlike elements of normal, organized, Productive society.


  


  Larry finished reading the sheet and asked for questions and comments. Several men started talking, but Larry ignored them and went on speaking himself.


  


  “Now, this doesn’t mean,” he said, “that we gotta get everybody that doesn’t work regular hours like we do. You see that some of the people are hard to tell whether they’re Producers like us, or just lousy addict Artists. Like the people that make TV. We can use them. But we have to be careful, because there’s a lot of Artists around who are trying to make us think that they’re really Producers. Just remember: if you can use it, it’s not Art.”


  


  The crowd cheered again, and then it began to break up. Some of the men stood around arguing. One of the small groups of Producers that was slowly walking to the parking lot was deeply involved in debating the boundaries separating Artists and Producers.


  


  “I mean, where are we going to stop?” said one. “I don’t like the way this divisioning is going. Pretty soon there won’t be any groups left to belong to. We’ll all be locked up in our homes, afraid to see anybody at all.”


  


  “It’s not doing us any good,” agreed another. “If you go out and get what you want, I mean, take something from a store or something, why, everybody knows you got it when you bring it home. Then you’re the target. I got less now than when this all started.”


  


  A third man watched the first two grimly. He pulled out a factsheet of his own from the pocket of his jacket. “That’s commie talk,” he said. “You’re missing the point of the whole thing. Let me ask you a question. Are you right- or left-handed?”


  


  The first man looked up from the factsheet, puzzled. “I don’t see that it makes any difference. I mean, I’m basically left-handed, but I write with my right hand.”


  


  The third man stared angrily, in disbelief.


  


  Bang.


  


  * * * *


  


  YANG and YIN: Male and female. Hot and cold. Mass and energy. Smooth and crunchy. Odd and even. Sun and moon. Silence and noise. Space and time. Slave and master. Fast and slow. Large and small. Land and sea. Good and evil. On and off. Black and white. Strong and weak. Regular and filter king. Young and old. Light and shade. Fire and ice. Sickness and health. Hard and soft. Life and death.


  


  If there is a plot, shouldn’t you know about it?


  


  * * * *


  


  One more hour.


  


  Millions of people hid in their holes, waiting out the last minutes of the wars. Hardly anyone was out on the streets yet. No one shouted their drunken celebrations that little bit ahead of schedule. In the night darkness Stevie could still hear the ragged crackings of guns in the distance. Some suckers getting it only an hour from homefree.


  


  The time passed. Warily, people came out into the fresher air, still hiding themselves in shadows, not used yet to walking in the open. Guns of the enthusiasts popped; they would never get a chance like this again, and there were only fifteen minutes left. Forty-second Street chromium knives found their lodgings in unprotected Gotham throats and shoulders.


  


  Times Square was still empty when Stevie arrived. Decomposing corpses sprawled in front of the record and porno shops. A few shadowy forms moved across the streets, far away down the sidewalk.


  


  The big ball was poised. Stevie watched it, bored, with murderers cringing around him. The huge lighted New Year’s globe was ready to drop, waiting only for midnight and for the kissing New Year’s VJ-Day crowds. There was Stevie, who didn’t care, and the looters, disappointed in the smoked-out, gunfire black, looted stores.


  


  It said it right up there: 11:55. Five more minutes. Stevie pushed himself back into a doorway, knowing that it would be humiliating to get it with only five minutes left. From the vague screams around him he knew that some were still finding it.


  


  People were running by now. The square was filling up. 11:58 and the ball was justhanging there: the sudden well of people drew rapid rifle-fire, but the crowd still grew. There was the beginning of a murmur, just the hint of the war-is-over madness. Stevie sent himself into the stream, giving himself up to the release and relief.


  


  11:59. . . . The ball seemed . . . to tip . . . and fell! 12:00! The chant grew stronger, the New York chant, the smugness returned in all its sordid might. “We’re Number One! We’re Number One!” The cold breezes drove the shouting through the unlit streets, carrying it on top of the burnt and fecal smells. It would be a long time before what was left would be made livable, but We’re Number One! There were still sporadic shots, but these were the usual New York Town killers, doing the undeclared and time-honored violence that goes unnoticed.


  


  We’re Number One!


  


  Stevie found himself screaming in spite of himself. He was standing next to a tall, sweating black. Stevie grinned; the black grinned. Stevie stuck out his hand. “Shake!” he said. “We’re Number One!”


  


  “We’re Number One!” said the black. “I mean, it’s us! We gotta settle all this down, but, I mean, what’s left isours! No more fighting!”


  


  Stevie looked at him, realizing for the first time the meaning of their situation. “Right you are,” he said with a catch in his voice. “Right you are, Brother.”


  


  “Excuse me.”


  


  Stevie and the black turned to see a strangely dressed woman. The costume completely hid any clue to the person’s identity, but the voice was very definitely feminine. The woman wore a long, loose robe decorated fancifully with flowers and butterflies. Artificial gems had been stuck on, and the whole thing trimmed with cheap, dimestore “gold-and-silver” piping. The woman’s head was entirely hidden by a large, bowl-shaped woven helmet, and from within it her voice echoed excitedly.


  


  “Excuse me,” she said. “Now that the preliminary skirmishes are over, don’t you think we should get on with it?”


  


  “With what?” asked the black.


  


  “The Last War, the final one. The war against ourselves. It’s senseless to keep avoiding it, now.”


  


  “What do you mean?” asked Stevie.


  


  The woman touched Stevie’s chest. “There. Your guilt. Your frustration. You don’t really feel any better, do you? I mean, women don’t really hate men; they hate their own weaknesses. People don’t really hate other people for their religion or race. It’s just that seeing someone different than you makes you feel a little insecure in your own belief. What you hate is your own doubt, and you project the hatred onto the other man.”


  


  “She’s right!” said the black. “You know, I wouldn’t mind it half so much if they’d hate me because of me; but nobody ever took the trouble.”


  


  “That’s what’s so frustrating,” she said. “If anyone’s ever going to hate the realyou, you know who it’ll have to be.”


  


  “You’re from that Kindness Cult, aren’t you?” the black said softly.


  


  “Shinsetsu,” she said. “Yes.”


  


  “You want us to meditate or something?” asked Stevie. The woman dug into a large basket that she carried on her arm. She handed each of them a plump cellophane package filled with a colorless fluid.


  


  “No,” said the black as he took his package. “Kerosene.”


  


  Stevie held his bag of kerosene uncertainly, and looked around the square. There were others dressed in the Shinsetsu manner, and they were all talking to groups that had formed around them.


  


  “Declare war on myself?” Stevie said doubtfully. “Do I have to publish a factsheet first?” No one answered him. People nearby were moving closer so they could hear the Shinsetsu woman. She continued to hand out the packages as she spoke.


  


  Stevie slipped away, trying to get crosstown, out of the congested square. When he reached a side street he looked back: already the crowd was dotted with scores of little fires, like scattered piles of burning leaves in the backyards of his childhood.
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